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Drawing from DuBois’s Souls of Black Folk (1903), which highlighted the Negro 
spirituals as a means of documenting the existence of a soul for an African American community 
culturally reduced to their bodily functions, gospel music figures as a reminder of the narrative of 
black women’s struggle for humanity and of the literary markers of a black feminist ontology. As 
the attention to gospel music in texts about black women demonstrates, the material conditions 
of poverty and oppression did not exclude the existence of their spiritual value—of their claim to 
humanity that was not based on conduct or social decorum. At root, this project seeks to further 
the scholarship in sound and black feminist studies— applying concepts, such as saturation, 
break, and technology to the interpretation of black womanhood in the vernacular and cultural 
recordings of gospel in literature. Further, this dissertation seeks to offer new historiography of 
black female development in twentieth century literature—one which is shaped by a sounding 
culture that took place in choir stands, on radios in cramped kitchens, and on stages all across the 
nation. By reconstructing a genealogy of black female subjectivity through the gaze of gospel 
music, this dissertation represents the first book-length examination of gospel music in African 
American literature from the 1940s to 1970s. 
Novels, such as The Third Life of Grange Copeland and Tambourines to Glory, 
demonstrate that poor, black women were all too often trapped by the exigencies of poverty, 
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motherhood, and sexual exploitation, however there is little textual consideration of how these 
conditions were counteracted culturally or to imagine how these women escaped their liminality 
to claim a more integrated subjectivity. Significantly, this period marked a moment in which a 
new generation of young black women (many of whom had not received an education beyond 
the eighth grade) were creating new lives in the urban landscape. By tracing the lives of 
working-class women in the literary tradition of this period, this dissertation again brings to 
critical examination those values transmitted through, what Alexander Weheliye calls, a 
sounding culture—that is, a culture that privileged orality and listening. Not only did the cultural 
and textual reproduction of gospel signal an embodiment of black female identity in new ways, 
but it also pointed to an embedded national conversation about the meaning and value of black 
women in the United States. 
Counter to the myth born in slavery of black women, whether as domestics or sexual 
objects of male desire, gospel music offered an alternate pathway that a more integrated identity 
that reasserted their value. In this dissertation, I introduce an alternate understanding of black 
womanhood based on several key characteristics introduced through gospel music— namely 
modernization, commercialization, and embodiment. These concepts serve not only as a basis for 
understanding the history of gospel, but they also function to expand the lens through black 
women are heard in the text. Whereas the critical interpretive gaze often lacks the vocabularies 
through which to interpret such performances, this dissertation offers a re- reading and 
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INTRODUCTION: THIS IS MY STORY, THIS IS MY SONG: RE-RECORDING 
BLACK WOMANHOOD IN THE GOLDEN AGE OF GOSPEL
 
“…any attempt…to understand in depth the evolution of women’s consciousness within 
the black community requires a serious examination of the music which has influenced 
them—particularly that which they themselves have created.” 
—Angela Davis, “Black Women and Music: A Historical Legacy of Struggle” 
In 1963, Mahalia Jackson performed "I've Been Buked and I’ved Been Scorned" at the 
March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, just before Dr. Martin Luther King made his famous 
"I Have a Dream" speech: 
I've been 'buked, Lord, and I've been scorned I've been ‘buked, Lord, and I've been 
scorned Yes, I’ve been talked about sure as you’re born Name the one thing I’ve done 
wrong 
Name the one thing I’ve done wrong  
Though I’ve been in the valley way too long. 
 
It was an electrifying performance that galvanized hundreds of thousands of Americans who 
stood at the Lincoln Memorial as well as watched on television sets all across the country. 
Beyond a spiritual meaning, the song lyrics represented the political struggle over her identity—
both as a black citizen and as a black woman. Her voice (which conveyed that she was down but 
that she might not always be) was a symbol of hope—pregnant with possibility even while still 
enmeshed in a battle for civil and human rights. Although emotional, her performance is still 
somewhat enigmatic. We exhibit some lag in comprehending precisely what Jackson’s 
performance signified in that moment. As one reporter summed up the performance that day: 
“Mahalia Jackson, all the speeches in the world couldn’t have brought the response that just 
came from the hymn she sang. Miss Mahalia Jackson.” 
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Although Jackson was no stranger to political involvement, gospel music represented a 
language that reflected her racial identity and aesthetics. i She writes in her autobiography: "I 
didn't care whether gospel singing wasn't art. It had something for me. It was part of me. I loved 
it and sang it just the way I heard folks singing it down South during those great Baptist revival 
meetings on the Mississippi River when I was a child" (502). However, as Jackson's 
autobiography illustrates, her identity was, at times, in conflict with the same technological 
sources that made her voice popular. Not only does Jackson call attention to the ways that she 
must remain aware and vigilant of the production of her voice on the sound recording, but she 
also points to the distinction between her voice and the apparatus through which it is projected. 
As the singer admitted, much of her significance would depend on forces outside of her control: 
“Making a good, honest record of a person’s voice depends a lot on the engineers in the studio 
sound booths…Some of those studio engineers have made me sound like a pig squealing under a 
gate” (153). The performances of black women in gospel music and their growing popularity via 
the radio represented a public forum in which the boundaries of gender and identity were 
confronted and (re)negotiated. Gospel figures, such as Jackson, offer an alternative historical 
record as well as an aesthetic perspective that enables scholars to retrace and reconstruct the 
lineage of black women writers and the black female image in the African American literary 
tradition. As I argue, these musical performances present an archive of (re)recordings that 
demonstrate the dynamics of black female being--often writ large in public spaces—and frame 
the development of black female subjectivity in twentieth-century African American literature. 
The Problem of Hearing 
Recordings of gospel performance in twentieth-century literature represents yet another 
form of composition in which the production of black female voice resonates the problem of 
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sound and sonic engineering. In Ralph Ellison's "As the Spirit Moves Mahalia" (1958), he 
gestures towards the symbolism of Mahalia Jackson's voice as a gospel singer. Ellison was 
prompted to draft the essay after attending the Newport Jazz Festival in 1958 (along with 
Sterling Brown and Langston Hughes). Ellison originally published this essay in the Saturday 
Review—a magazine targeted towards white audiences that published both reviews and critical 
essays about music, theater, and literature. Throughout his writing, he underscores the 
comparisons between Jackson, gospel, and jazz. In fact, Ellison's comment— that her rendition 
of "Move on Up a Little Higher" employs "a riff straight out of early Ellington"—reveals his 
compliment to her work, even as he maintains that Jackson's performance is "nonetheless 
religious music" (Callahan 253, 255).ii Contrary to the belief that hers is merely a 'natural' 
ability, he argues that Jackson is "the master of an art of singing which is as complex and of an 
even older origin than that of jazz" (252). However, his critique of her lack of complexity (and 
the singer's critique of Ellison's "lack of heart") points to an ironic parallel in their perception of 
affect (67). Ellison invokes Jackson to argue for the capacity of music to aide in the process of 
humanism. Importantly, his essay seeks to draw a connection between Jackson’s art or 
instrumentation and (what he calls) her “spirit.” Scholar Steve Pinkerton, in "Ralph Ellison's 
Righteous Riffs: Jazz, Democracy, and the Sacred" (2011), argues that Mahalia Jackson sits, for 
Ellison, on the same plane as performers such as Bessie Smith, Duke Ellington, and Louis 
Armstrong—"motivated by 'neither money nor fame, but the will to achieve the most eloquent 
expression of idea-emotions through the technical mastery of [her instrument]" ("Living with 
Music"). Of Jackson's voice, Ellison writes that hers is one of the "sincere ones whose humanity 
dominates the artifices of the art" and which ultimately brings the audience to "some notion of 
our better selves" (Callahan 250). To understand Ellison's appreciation of Jackson's "sincerity" in 
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this essay, one must understand Ellison’s own privileging of a “sincere ambivalence” or a “non-
duplicitous double vocality” (Lordi 67). As Emily Lordi points out, in Black Resonance: Iconic 
Women Singers and African American Literature (2012), this “timbre of sincerity”—is meant to 
signal both the irony and the mask, the double vocality, that characterizes black performance. As 
Emily Lordi points out, it is doubtful that Ellison saw Mahalia Jackson as "his peer in the 
expression of ambivalence" (67). 
In the literary novel, which Gates describes as "a paradigmatic signifying text," the same 
underlying philosophical questions exist: who records black women's voices? Through whose 
sonic imagination is black womanhood reproduced?iii In Richard Wright's Native Son (1940), 
the novel depicts the gospel singing of Bigger's mother, Ma. For Bigger, gospel music is 
"humble, contrite, believing" (254). Whereas detachment and violence have become key to 
Bigger’s performance of masculinity, gospel music represents "a heart which he…could never 
have unless he laid his head upon a pillow of humility and gave up his hope of living in the 
world" which directly contrasts his perceived strength (254). Bigger, instead, determines to rely 
on "sober judgment" to face the "cold wind" and the neighborhood alleys that he alone must face. 
Although Bigger is "scared," his weapons of defense are silence or "nervous tension" (35). 
Whereas gospel singing is deemed unfit to meet Bigger's challenges, the scene is subject to the 
way that Bigger hears the singing. 
The novel’s depiction of gospel paints the image of gospel singers, as Wald describes, as 
“simple, happy people whose faith renders them ingenious and unrefined” (Wald 216). Central to 
Bigger's rejection of gospel music in Native Son is the fact that he processes it as "his mother's 
world" (254). In one scene, while Bigger makes plans to rob a local storeowner with the local 
gang with whom he runs, he returns home to overhear his mother singing: "Lord, I want to be 
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Christian,/In my heart, in my heart,/Lord, I want to be a Christian,/In my heart, in my heart…" 
(35). Completely disconnected from the modern world in which Bigger exists, Ma continues to 
fry bacon, boil coffee, wash the family's clothes, and sing: "Life is like a mountain railroad/With 
an engineer that's brave/We must make the run successful/ From the cradle to the grave" (10). As 
Mahalia Jackson predicted, Bigger's recording of his mother's voice approximates a pig 
squealing under a gate. 
Gospel music bears re-hearing not only as part of African American culture but as a part 
of the larger American culture as well. For example, musician and songwriter Johnny Cash 
performed gospel songs, such as "Bound for the Promised Land," which borrowed from the 
African American oral tradition to reflect his Southern white, working-class response to 
"economic hardship or social marginalization" (Edwards 159). Cash himself was "in constant 
communication with the ungodly side of himself" (Edwards 158). In his book, Johnny Cash and 
the Paradox of American Identity (2009), cultural historian Leigh Edwards writes that Cash's 
"religious evocations always play alongside his self-identification as a sinner" (158). Cash's wife, 
June Carter Cash, performed with the Carter Family—a white Protestant gospel group that 
merged sacred and secular sounds in country music. As both performers would demonstrate, 
gospel music was a critical part of a "common cultural vocabulary" for white and black artists. 
The work of the scholar-archivist, then, is to carefully retrace these tales. As Ray Radano 
argues in Lying Up a Nation: Race and Black Music (2003), theorizing black music constitutes 
“something more than hearing ‘the sound itself.’” Instead, music acts as the “‘soundtext’ to a 
sonic palimpsest that accumulates tales on those already written” (Radano 3). Hearing gospel, 
then, signifies but one chord in a long discursive chain in sound writing or writing about music in 
African American literature. Fictions about these archives of sound point back to broader 
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questions about authenticity, order, revelation, and re-situating the narrative from a different 
perspective. In particular, sonic fictions are important in recuperating the histories of 
marginalized groups. As Deborah McDowell argues, “the emplotment or narrativization of any 
history” depends on “vocabularies of reference” (“Transferrences” 158).iv Thus, this dissertation 
seeks to examine gospel as one vocabulary of sonic black womanhood. 
Models of Interpretation 
The study of sound, or sound studies, is itself a field that suggests alterity and 
foregrounds alternate versions of historical narrative. Gospel figures, such as Clara Ward, offer 
an alternative historical record as well as aesthetic perspectives that enable scholars to retrace 
and reconstruct the lineage of black women writers and the black female image in the African 
American literary tradition. Re-imagining black womanhood through gospel music in the literary 
text represents an extension of critical inquiries that have already been posed by black feminist 
scholars. In particular, this study furthers the observation made by scholars, such as Barbara 
Collins, that black feminist thought is most productively found in and examined through black 
women’s relationships within their communities. In Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, 
Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment (2000) Patricia Hill Collins theorizes that there 
arises an “African-American women’s intellectual tradition” that is born in non-traditional 
institutions. These institutions include both the "separate space[s]…in all-Black rural 
communities and urban neighborhoods" to which black women were relegated—spaces in which 
they could develop oppositional knowledge—as well as black women's jobs as "economically 
exploited workers" (12-3). In other words, black women did not just survive in community; 
rather, they created communality and worked out theories--of sameness and difference, 
convergence and disjuncture, call and response--that would be expressed throughout their 
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cultural roles and in civic spaces that nurtured black thought in the church, in domestic spaces, 
and even in hair salons.v 
Black feminist studies that merge discussions of black music also contribute to my 
thinking of sound and black female identity in the text. In particular, studies such as Hazel 
Carby’s “It Jus Be’s Dat Way Sometime: The Sexual Politics of Women's Blues" (1986) have 
helped shape my thinking on how discourses on black female performances intersect with 
discourses on black female subjectification. Carby, for example, critiques how representations of 
black female sexuality differ in black women’s blues and the black women’s literary traditions. 
Carby’s work places the fictional representations of black women in the work of Zora Neale 
Hurston and Nella Larsen into critical discourse with the cultural “testimonies” of black women 
blues performers to create a more complex and expansive understanding of black women 
writers’ responses to prevailing narratives. Whereas the literary texts embrace narratives of folk 
experience (or, alternately, of the constraints of black female sexuality and the conventions of 
decorum), the blues tradition paints a more decisive picture of black women’s sensuality and 
sexual desire. As Hazel Carby notes: 
The women blues singers occupied a privileged space; they had broken out of the 
boundaries of the home and taken their sensuality and sexuality out of the private and 
into the public sphere. For these singers were gorgeous and their physical presence 
elevated them to being referred to as Goddesses, as the high priestesses of the blues, or 
like Bessie Smith as the Empress of the blues. (“It Jus Be’s” 21) 
 
As Carby points out, it is “because black feminist theory has concentrated upon the literate forms 
of black women’s intellectual activity [that] the dilemma of the place of sexuality within a 
literary discourse has appeared as if it were the dilemma of most black women” (12).vi The 
study of gospel music represents an acknowledgment, to borrow Hazel Carby’s point, that 
“different cultural forms negotiate and resolve very different sets of social contradictions.” 
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Gospel music performance in literature uncovers invisible battlegrounds which enable us to think 
more critically about (what I hope to describe as) black sonic feminist praxis. 
Other black feminist studies, including Mae Hendersons’ “Speaking in Tongues: 
Dialogics, Dialectics, and the Black Women Writer's Literary Tradition," have already re- 
imagined the language of the black church (and specifically of the Pentecostal tradition) as 
critical to African American literary study. In her seminal essay, Henderson draws on the 
metaphor of glossalalia to describe writing that speaks both in the "familial (testimonial) and 
public (competitive) realms in ways that "both affirm and challenge the values and expectations 
of the reader" (20). Henderson posits that its interlocutory or dialogic nature characterizes black 
women's writing, "reflecting not only a relationship with the 'other(s)', but an internal dialogue 
with the plural aspects of self that constitute the matrix of black female subjectivity" (17-8). In 
other words, as she explains, "if the psyche functions as an internalization of heterogeneous 
voices, black women's speech/writing becomes at once a dialogue between self and society and 
between self and psyche" (18-9). To speak both within and among these contexts, black women 
invoke a combination of both glossolalia (an intimate language akin to that between mother and 
child) and heteroglossia (what Henderson describes as "diverse known languages" of forms of 
discourse). She says, "If glossolalia suggests private, nonmediated, nondifferentiated univocality, 
heteroglossia connotes public, differentiated, social, mediated, dialogic discourse" (22). 
Metaphors, such as Henderson’s model, pave the way for my own re-reading of the tradition(s) 
of gospel as signal not only to literary language and character but to black literary theory as well. 
Gospel performance, as I argue, is key to witnessing the articulation of place and identity. 
In Black Performance Theory, edited by Thomas F. DeFrantz and Anita Gonzalez, the authors 
provide essays that interpret the “visual symbolic codes” embedded in black performances and 
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pose questions about the ontology of blackness (2). Drawing from Amiri Baraka’s idea of 
“revolutionary theater,” the authors of Black Performance Theory describe black performance as 
“a process rather than a product” (4). Building on DeFrantz and Gonzalez’s theorization of black 
performance as a “mechanism,” in this project, I am interested in how this naming of black 
performance helps us to re-read black womanhood in African American literature. 
Chapter Summaries 
The following chapters center performances, such as those by Mahalia Jackson, as 
illustrations of how gospel performance in public spaces served as domains for re-thinking racial 
and gender-defined norms and as tools for working out the relation between black women and 
the nation. This study begins by examining the historical and sociological context of the rise of 
black gospel music, which led to more black women's involvement and the development of a 
new gospel aesthetic. Next, it uses a sonic approach to guide an analysis of twentieth-century 
African American literature. Finally, I examine how the gospel aesthetic is reflected in the 
literary canon by authors, such as Maya Angelou, and analyze how this work contributes to the 
theoretical framework of black feminist and black sonic scholarship. 
In chapter one, Hearing Between the Lines: The Double-Vocality of Gospel, Black 
Womanhood, and Afro-Sonic Feminist Theory, I offer an overview of the image of black female 
gospel singers in the literary imagination as an extension of a double-voiced performance. 
Analyzing Alexander Weheliye’s theorization of sonic modernity in literature, this chapter 
provides a backdrop of accounts of gospel music used to "mark" black women in the literary text. 
Gospel music, as I argue, serves to represent an underlying struggle over identity and 
embodiment—over the black female subject's figurative orientation in the world.vii During 
WWII, black women took jobs in factories and filled positions as domestic laborers, particularly 
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as washerwomen. In contrast to the optimism expressed in gospel lyrics, such as those reflected 
in Mahalia Jackson's recording, "Movin' On Up", greater economic opportunity and prosperity 
for the black working class were neither guaranteed nor uncomplicated. For black women, in 
particular, the urban terrain often offered a host of new challenges—including crime, 
overcrowding, and discrimination. Gospel music becomes a black text or a hieroglyph that 
encodes both a racialized and gendered meaning.  
Chapter two, Gospel Econo-mix and the Blackness of Black Performance in the Break of 
Langston Hughes’s Tambourines to Glory, looks closely at how gospel music performance in the 
play interrupts performances of blackness on Broadway as well as established notions of black 
womanhood. Langston Hughes exposes the harsh economic conditions of black migrants through 
the lens of two black female characters, Laura Reed and Essie Johnson. While Essie represents a 
woman who lives on government assistance, Laura lives off of the men she dates and those she 
can hustle out of money. Yet, as Hughes's characterizes gospel music in this play, the women 
discover that they are not without value and begin a storefront church designed to save 
themselves as much as it is the people in the community. Although Hughes himself was 
“notoriously reticent on matters of religion,” he was deeply interested in “the distinctive 
manifestations of black religious practice” (Sanders, "I've Wrestled" 63). However, as Hughes's 
gospel music deployment illustrates in this play, gospel represented a complex and vexed critical 
sign of black identity. The backlash that Hughes received for his gospel play underscored the 
varied and often- competing meanings of blackness and definitions of black identity. Whereas 
the repetition of sound has been demonstrated to constitute a moment of resistance, the evidence 
of gospel music in literature illustrates how this resistance functions specifically within the 
narrative of black female subjectivity in America.  
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Chapter three, “Can I Get a Witness?”: On Black Female Being and Unbecoming in 
Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, examines the use of gospel music as a 
rhetorical and performative strategy in Maya Angelou’s autobiographical novel, I Know Why the 
Caged Bird Sings. Contrary to Walker's theorization, which positions gospel music in Caged 
Bird as an example of "subtle resistance" which offers "limited victories" in comparison to "the 
outright victory of active protest," I am interested in demonstrating how the "formal in Caged 
Bird is the vehicle of the political" (Walker 92-3, 100). I extend this characterization by re-
imagining how gospel music functions as an example of a black performance found in a chain of 
messages across Angelou's autobiographical series. In Caged Bird, Angelou uses gospel 
performance to contemplate black female identity, which she imagines through the 
characterization of her grandmother, mother, and through black female gospel singers in her 
community. In this chapter, I demonstrate how gospel music works as one formal element that 
Angelou engages in articulating and resolving the crisis of black female identity. 
This study calls upon and combines scholarship in history, musicology, performance 
theory, and black feminist study. Particularly, as it explores black religious culture from the 
perspective of black literature, this project intersects with current projects that work to 
reconstruct the narrative of black spirituality in intellectual thought, such as, J. L. Weisenfeld’s 
New World A-Coming: Black Religion and Racial Identity during the Great Migration (NYU, 
2016) and Ashon Crawley’s Blackpentecostal Breath: The Aesthetics of Possibility (Fordham 
UP, 2017). Further, this project parallels the work of contemporary scholars who are using black 
religion to explore issues of gender, such as Tamura Lomax’s Jezebel Unhinged: Loosing the 
Black Female Body in Religion and Culture (Duke UP) and Judith Casselberry’s The Labor of 
Faith: Gender and Power in Black Apostolic Pentecostalism (Duke UP, 2017). 
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Reconstructing Afro-Sonic Feminist Study 
As I will attempt to demonstrate through the subsequent chapters, re-envisioning gospel 
in African American literature involves a process that is archival and interdisciplinary. Rather 
than constructing a narrative in which the “sonic simply mirrors/redacts the social contexts from 
which it initially welled up,” I am compelled to think of how sound symbolizes a more nuanced 
and complex understanding of sound that engages “the flux of the world in the traffic between 
music and a variety of social formations” (11-2). I use Weheliye’s theorization throughout this 
dissertation to offer a “conceptual intervention” that places black sonic production within the 
tradition of technological or digital information and that argues for the resultant interplay 
between black culture and technology as a “singular mode of (black) modernity” (3). I use the 
term black womanhood (as opposed to black female identity), throughout the remaining chapters, 
as a way of encapsulating (what I understand as) the everyday performance of "is"-ness that is 
carried out in songs, conversations, and labor as distinct from (as Weheliye says of Fanon) the 
outside gaze of racial subject formation which announces “Look, a negro!” (41). I am not 
attempting here to (un)complicate the ways in which the subject and the gaze are interconnected 
but instead emphasizing the importance of retu(r)ning our critical antennae to hear the 
“discursive shriek” (to borrow a term from scholar Mae Henderson) of the other--of 
foregrounding the sounds of marginalized women as they are represented throughout the 
tradition of American literature. I acknowledge that my work, in many ways, is a response to 
Hazel Carby’s argument in Reconstructing womanhood (1987)—that "woman is, in part, a 
cultural creation" and that the social, political, and economic aspects of black womanhood have 
yet to be understood fully. Also, I use the term “gospel” throughout this dissertation to reference 
spiritual songs throughout the mid-twentieth century. I acknowledge that some of these 
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compositions were based on earlier Negro spirituals and/or the tradition of hymnals, some of 
which were composed in the eighteenth century. I do not use the term “gospel,” then, to denote 
the musicological roots of a genre of music but rather to characterize a body of musical works 
that were referenced both in literature and popular culture. In literature, re-reading gospel must 
lead us to consider: How does technology engender conditions of im/possibility for black female 
consciousness? How does sound translate into aspects of (Afro-sonic) modernity? In what ways 
does gospel signal a condition of existence? Or, put another way, how does gospel help to 
fashion an awareness of identity shaped by the social conditions of the moment? In what ways 
does gospel create new possibilities of black womanhood? Although gospel has been fashioned 
as antithetical to modern thought, it is, in fact, key to our understanding of the development of 
modern black womanhood. 
Conclusion 
Re-imagining gospel performances in the cultural imagination involves more than 
hearing the lyrics themselves but also, to some extent, re-imagining the social contexts in which 
these performances welled up. In examining the performance of black speech, in Talkin and 
Testifyin: The Language of Black America (1977), Geneva Smitherman explains that “since there 
is an interaction between what is said, how it is said, to whom it is said, and the sociocultural 
context in which it is said, listeners are affected by all this information—not just the ‘pure’ 
words—in interpreting a speaker’s utterance” (136). As a critical inquiry, gospel highlights the 
interrelationship between how people made music differently and how (in turn) music enabled 
possibilities for people to see themselves differently. In the next chapter, I examine how gospel 




CHAPTER ONE: HEARING BETWEEN THE LINES: THE DOUBLE-VOCALITY OF 
GOSPEL, BLACK WOMANHOOD, AND AFRO-SONIC FEMINIST THEORY
 
That woman you got singing now can’t git her ass out the church. Folks don’t know 
whether to dance or creep to the mourner’s bench. 
—Alice Walker, The Color Purple 
In Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982), Shug's characterization of the singer who 
"can't git her ass out the church" (her defense of Mary Agnes as the new performer at Harpo's 
juke joint) calls attention to a particular conundrum of gospel—namely, that the blues and 
gospel, dancing and shouting, exist along a continuum separated only by context. As Mahalia 
Jackson acknowledges in her autobiography, much of her vocal style was modeled on that of 
Bessie Smith. Although Jackson's aunt forbade playing blues records in her home, Mahalia 
would hear the music waft from the windows throughout her neighborhood. She writes, "…in a 
colored house you heard blues. You couldn't help but hear blues—all through the thin partitions 
of the houses—through the open windows—up and down the street in the colored 
neighborhoods—everybody played it real loud" (Southern 262). Within black communities, both 
the blues and gospel music were interlocutory. 
By casting a "wider and differently tuned historical net," we can see that black women's 
orality—in gospel music as well as in the blues—was attuned to questions of identity and value 
in twentieth-century African American literature. In this chapter, Alexander Weheliye’s study 
contributes to my emphasis on merging sound and writing in African American literature to 
theorize the literary development of black womanhood. His theory involves, in essence, “using 
the insights of each field to critically reconfigure the other” (8). Using, what he terms, the 
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“refrain” (translated from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari), Weheliye imagines the phono-
graphic analyses of his book as allowing for “theorizations from and with the sonic” while also 
“underscoring the singularity of the subjects and objects” (16). Simultaneously, Weheliye 
defines the “grooves of sonic Afro- modernity” as found “in the spaces and times between 
technological changes and a variety of cultural practices,” as encoding “the competing notions of 
subjectivity, temporality, spatiality, and community without dissolving them” (17). Specifically, 
this chapter considers: How might the blues and gospel music be seen as overlapping discourses? 
And how, exactly, do these models advance differing concerns of gendered and racial politics? 
Gospel Is…and Gospel Ain’t 
As Walker's novel illustrates, gospel performance is paradoxical. It is both voiced and 
silenced, heard and not heard, present even in its absence. As a literary symbol, gospel music 
may be defined as representative of a dualistic experience. Marlon Rigg’s “Black Is, Black 
Ain’t" parodies a sermon which characterizes the notion of blackness as a series of 
contradictions: 
I say black is, and black ain't. Black is, and black ain't. Black is blue. Black is real. Black 
is tan. Black is light. And black will leave you alone. Black can get you over. Black can 
set you down. Black can let you move forward. And black will make you stumble around. 
Black is so high. And black is so low. Black can say yeah. And black can say no. Black 
can be your best friend. Be cozy as the night. Black can do you in. Make you fuss and 
cuss and fight. Black is black. And black is blue. Black is bright. Black is you. 
 
Much as Riggs’s illustration suggests, both as a musical development in American popular 
culture and as a reflection of the contrasting values within African American culture post- 
migration, gospel music is characterized by ambivalence. It is a representation of the ability to 
hold coexisting and conflicting ideas at once. To fully grasp the significance of gospel as a 
figurative symbol, we must understand it primarily as a concept of fullness instead of negation. 
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The rise of gospel music in American popular culture, both literally and figuratively, was 
originated through the blues. In Singing in My Soul: Black Gospel Music in a Secular Age 
(2004), Jerma Jackson points out that, as record companies seized the opportunity to bring new 
sounds to the consumer marketplace, they drove the expansion of "race records”— mass-
marketed recordings of black folk music, such as the blues and the spirituals. As Jerma Jackson 
notes, “the popularity of jazz-inspired swing, which became the dominant form of popular music 
during the 1930s and 1940s, signaled an important watershed: the ascendancy of black music in 
mainstream American culture” (82). Jackson writes, “in the early years of record making, 
African American participation was limited to a handful of particularly prominent artists and 
groups, such as the Fisk Jubilee Singers" (41). However, "when Okeh records, a division of the 
General Recording Company, issued a recording by blues singer Mamie Smith" that sold 75,000 
copies in the first month, it launched a proliferation of new recordings that “radically expanded 
the race music market" (Baldwin 171).viii According to Horace Boyer, "as early as 1924, record 
companies began recording and marketing" gospel music (41). In particular, record companies 
seized the opportunity to bring new sounds to the consumer marketplace, spurring the expansion 
of "race records"—recordings of black folk music such as the blues and spirituals. The new 
commercial success prompted record companies, such as Okeh, Victor, Vocalion, and Paramount 
to search for more varied material. 
In particular, this material (particularly gospel) increasingly featured the voices of black 
women The quartet style, which was performed mainly by men, was the “oldest, but not the best 
known” form of gospel. These early gospel groups included barbershop quartets, such as The 
Dixie Hummingbirds (formed in the 1920s) and The Golden Gate Quartet (formed in the 1930s). 
While men, such as Tindley and Dorsey, had helped to define the sound of black gospel, they 
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were not the most popular artists in the genre. The later style, what Anthony Heilbut terms 
“simply ‘gospel,’” music, was performed mainly by women. In Songsters and Saints: Vocal 
Traditions on Race Records (1984), Paul Oliver notes that perhaps the first gospel recording was 
of Madam Hurd Fairfax “who as early as 1923 recorded for Paramount” (187). Scholars point 
out that the improvisational style of gospel performance, in part, “led to the rise of Mahalia 
Jackson, Sallie Martin and others as song- leaders” (Moore 7). By the 1930s, black female gospel 
performers were among the most recognizable figures in American popular entertainment. Black 
female groups, such as Dorothy Love Coates and the Gospel Harmonettes and Clara Ward and 
the Ward Singers, and soloists, such as Della Reese, Clara Ward, and Bessie Griffin, helped to 
make gospel music accessible among popular audiences. 
The development of gospel music is credited to several key influences, including the 
migration of blacks to urban neighborhoods in the North, the popularity of barbershop quartets 
and jack-leg preachers, and the rise of the Pentecostal church denomination. Describing the 
origins of gospel music as an “underground or counterculture body of music,” scholars have 
noted that gospel music drew from the blues and the spirituals in its contemporary re-recording 
of black spirituality (Williams-Jones 376).ix Not only did gospel music reflect the development 
of black spirituality, it also reflected the conditions of its performance. As Eileen Southern points 
out, "when black folk began pouring into the nation’s cities during the second decade of the 
twentieth century, they took their joyful church songs with them into the urban ghettos, into the 
storefront churches, some of which developed into large temples within a few years" (Music 
457). Gospel music was one way that black migrants countered and spoke back to their 
surroundings—which, in many ways, threatened to stamp out their identities. 
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In particular, gospel music was an expression that developed in working-class black 
church denominations as a counternarrative to the more conservative worship practices of the 
middle class. The gospel sound popularized chiefly by Thomas Dorsey “contested the ‘ethics and 
aesthetics’ of the ‘better classes’ by providing a musical voice and tenor for ‘the anxieties, joys, 
and aspirations’ of the new settler worldview” (Baldwin 157). In People Get Ready!: A New 
History of Black Gospel Music (2004), Robert Darden contends that the “defining attributes” of 
gospel instituted by Dorsey were “ the call and response format, ample room for improvisation, 
rhythm, frequent use of the flatted seventh and third in melodies” (183). Later elements, “such as 
close harmonies (barbershop quartets), a sense of professionalism (jubilee quartets), 
showmanship (minstrelsy), the regular use of an aab rhyming scheme, and a pronounced beat 
(the blues) all endure, but are tacked on the spine of the original spirituals, which are for the most 
part irrevocably linked to their African forebears” (183). In Eileen Southern’s “Hymnals of the 
Black Church” (1989), she traces the roots of the gospel sound as far back as 1905 when 
Reverend Charles A. Tindley became the first to compose and publish the black gospel hymn.x 
While Tindley “originally intended his music for performance in the Bainbridge Street Methodist 
Episcopal Church of Philadelphia,” he eventually published several collections of his music 
(158). Soul Echoes (1905, 1909) and New Songs of Paradise (1916-1941), for example, became 
important early iterations of the new sound of sacred music popularized by Dorsey.xi Thomas 
Dorsey’s “publication in 1922 of ‘If I Don’t Get There’ in Gospel Pearls and in 1924 of ‘We 
Will Meet Him in the Sweet By and By’ in the Baptist Hymnal along with the broad circulation 
of those collections of songs amounted to firm evidence of the viability of printing and selling 
sacred music” (Harris 128). It is significant that gospel was not a genre that was completely 
defined by spirituality; instead, it was equally defined by commercialist ideals. 
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The symbolism and the language of gospel drew heavily from the Negro spirituals. As 
Davarian Baldwin points out, "The spirituals survived into the twentieth century but as a status 
symbol, a historical artifact, documenting the aspirations of an emerging class of black 
professional cultural critics more than the voice of any 'folk'" (163). In arranged spirituals, "the 
precise renditions and disciplined harmonies" bore witness to "a worship tradition grounded in 
restraint and middle-class respectability" (Jackson 9). Specifically, arranged spirituals 
represented a break with "both sacred and secular forms of emotional and physical expression" 
which church leaders viewed as "primitive and disgraceful and therefore not modern" (Baldwin 
159). These tensions over the issues of legitimacy and representation would prove significant 
throughout the twentieth century, particularly as they related to the music of black religion. 
 
Figure 1.1 Jubilee Singers, Fisk University, Nashville, TN. Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division. Washington, D.C. 20540, USA. 
 
During the nineteenth century, black composers, such as Nathaniel Dett and Richard 
Burleigh, had worked to elevate the perception of the spirituals to conform to principles of 
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Western classical music. Other black composers, such as Harry Burleigh and Johnson were 
publishing composed spirituals that attempted to reclaim and elevate the tradition of spirituals 
following Reconstruction. These new spiritual anthems were popularized nationally and 
internationally by traveling groups, such as the Fisk Jubilee Singers, who performed "temperance 
songs, operatic arias, and parlor tunes" in addition to arranged spirituals (Jackson 13). The Fisk 
Jubilee Singers, formed in 1871 at the historically black college Fisk University (see fig. 1), were 
a group of students who traveled throughout the Northeast and Great Britain, "raising much-
needed funds for the struggling university" (Singing in My Soul 13). In Singing in My Soul: 
Black Gospel Music in a Secular Age (2004), historian Jerma Jackson describes the performance 
of the renowned Fisk Jubilee Singers thusly: 
Each voice was so carefully modulated that even as the group delivered the chorus in 
unison, no single voice dominated. They paid tribute to enslaved African Americans with 
an orchestrated precision that matched the highest standards of Western classical tradition 
and melded each voice into a seamless whole. (8) 
 
These features were only aesthetic in part; they were also critical symbols of progress within 
arranged negro spirituals, which "offered a felicitous convergence of African American heritage 
with the politics of uplift" (Jackson 13). However, with its emphasis on emotionalism and 
working-class life, gospel music offered a distinct threat to those objectives (Anderson 223). 
Gospel music developed as a spiritual counterpart to the blues. The blues, which were 
first commercially popularized in 1912 when W.C. (William Christopher) Handy published 
"Memphis Blues," were an outgrowth of the material of black culture that served as a sign of 
connections, relationships, and "modes of production" (Baker 2-3). As Amiri Baraka argues in 
Blues People: Negro Music in White America (1963), the blues were a critical commentary on 
the sociological conditions of black migration and their impact on the black psyche.xii Baraka 
contextualizes how the “primitive blues” emanated out of “the same social and musical fabric 
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that the spiritual issued from” but shows how “with blues the social emphasis becomes more 
personal” (63).xiii The blues highlighted not only the social realities for black people, but also 
offered a new glimpse into the “souls of black folk.” Importantly, the blues helped to record the 
“social, economic, and psychological states” of black existence that originated within the age of 
industrialization (Baraka 65). As Jones points out, for the first time, freed slaves experienced a 
“solitude” to their work that had not existed before (61). The subject of blues music—which 
include “love, sex, tragedy…death, travel, loneliness"— illustrates that the topics were more 
varied and “liberated” than work songs (50, 68). As an extension of the work songs, the early 
iterations of the blues witnessed the expression of black people’s leisure time that existed outside 
of the black church. The blues reflected the burgeoning of a new, autonomous black voice—one 
that reflected the individual and “his completely personal life and death” (67). After slavery, the 
blues also served as a reflection of the “complicated social situation of self-reliance” and the 
“multitudes of social and cultural problems” that did not exist in slavery (62). Jim Crow laws, for 
example, which represented “the white South’s attempts to limit the new citizen’s presence and 
rights in the mainstream of the society,” and the constant threat of lynching were some of the 
social problems that precipitated the blues (55-6). Signifying on the blues, gospel represented 
"one beginning of the Negro's conscious appearance on the American scene" (Baraka 61). 
Gospel music translated the experiences of the new, autonomous black voice within the 
context of black spirituality and the black church. In Black Culture and Black Consciousness: 
Afro-American Folk Consciousness from Slavery to Freedom (1977), Lawrence Levine writes 
that, in contradistinction to the spirituals, in gospel music: “the overriding thrust of gospel songs 
was otherworldly” (175); “Jesus rather than the Hebrew children dominated the gospel songs” 
(175); “the barriers were never complete” between sacred and secular music (179); gospel music 
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was about “good news” (183); “gospel music was composed, published, copyrighted and sold by 
professionals” (186); and “gospel singers invoked a strong sense of community” (188).xiv 
Gospel reflected the striving to redefine identity and community in the context of modern life. In 
Singing in My Soul: Black Gospel Music in a Secular Age (2004), historian Jerma Jackson argues 
that “gospel [too] became a critical arena in which African Americans contended with questions 
about the nature of faith, as well as the shape and meaning of racial identity" (4). However, 
gospel performance allowed for a new dimension of the critical performance. As Burnim notes, 
"equally important as what the performer communicates [was]… the physical mode of delivery. 
Gospel performance …demands total immersion of mind and body" (159). Notably, the thrust of 
gospel highlighted the interrelationship of body and mind. 
Gospel music integrated sacred and secular tastes. Black gospel music was influenced by 
the blues which, at the time, was pervasive in black communities. Arguably, Thomas Dorsey 
never left the sound of the blues behind; rather, he inflected his gospel music compositions with 
the same tempo and cadence that he had mastered in the South. Known as “Barrelhouse Tom” or 
“Georgia Tom,” the founder of gospel, Thomas Dorsey had traveled with Ma Rainey from 1923 
to 1926. In Stomping the Blues (1976), Albert Murray observes that many of the vernacular 
elements attributed to “blues musicianship were already conventions of long standing among 
downhome church musicians long before Buddy Bolden, Jelly Roll Morton, King Oliver, W.C. 
Handy, and Ma Rainey came to apply them to the dance hall" (27).xv Murray notes that styles of 
call and response seen in the blues, for example, may trace its origins back to church music. The 
instrumentation of gospel music (popularized in Holiness churches) was also informed by the 
blues—employing a range of instruments including “percussion instruments, banjos, 
harmoniums, melodiums, and eventually piano” (Boyer 36). The relationship between the blues 
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and gospel music demonstrates the reality of the artifice of the boundaries put upon the music. 
While church parishioners often looked down upon those who listened to the “devil’s music,” the 
music of the black church and the night clubs was equally shaped by the black culture. 
As a dub remix of secular and sacred traditions, gospel music both extended the tradition 
of the spirituals (expressing a “spiritual striving”) and the traditions of the blues (reflecting 
materio-social reality). Many of the Negro spirituals had depicted a wanderer or traveler's 
image—highlighting the individual consciousness introduced through the blues while imaging 
the futurity of heaven in which "all the saints" would gather. In songs like “Didn’t It Rain” and 
“Elijah Rock,” songs such as "Joshua Fit the Battle of Jericho" were about inspiring hope and 
strength for the challenges at hand. In defiance to all the signs that pointed to the contrary, songs 
such as “Down by the Riverside” expressed resistance and resilience by insisting that “joy’s 
somewhere” and that someday they would be able to “lay down their heavy loads.” Embedded in 
gospel lyricism is the expression of a common desire. Gospel music expressed the physical 
experiences of "tired"-ness, the "burden," the "battlefield," and the "tears" that were brought on 
by the social, economic, and political landscape (both in the North and in the South) in America. 
Lyrics, such as "shout my troubles over," "move on up a little higher," and "I'll fly away," later 
become formed in gospel as a quest for wholeness, transcendence, and salvation. Gospel music 
became a “social comment within a religious context, and its musical vehicle was the beat and 
syncopation of what was known as “worldly” music, coupled with the spontaneity common to all 
Black music" (Walker 130). In response to the new battles brought on by the workplace and the 
social ills of the urban North, however, the lyrics of gospel songs also revealed how communities 
bonded around common emotional distress. In "We'll Get Over," by the Staples Singers, the 
group declares: “Disappointment won’t be no hinder/ When we let love be our agenda/ Get over. 
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We’ll get over…” One of the most prominent purposes of gospel music was re-envisioning 
alterity and narrating a future. Part of that future involved not only physical redemption but also 
psychic redemption as well. 
These themes were important, especially during the context of migration. The second 
wave of black migration, which took place from 1930-1970, was a period marked by transition 
as African Americans migrated from agrarian, rural lifestyles to more fast-paced lives in urban 
city centers searching for work. Migration to New York, Philadelphia, Detroit, Saint Louis, and 
Chicago took place during World War I. During WWII, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle 
were added to the list. African Americans populated northern cities— such as Chicago and 
Harlem—but they also migrated westward and to cities in the South, such as Houston, Dallas, 
Memphis, Atlanta, and Richmond. The black church was transformed and reinvigorated during 
this period to accommodate black urban dwellers' needs and desires. Best writes that "Not only 
did church membership increase in the late 1930s, but more of the city's poor found their way to 
the church" (169). Harris reports that "most recent migrants who sought a church affiliation 
joined the large old-line congregations that formed the original core group of Baptist and 
Methodist churches in Chicago...Even the AME churches, which generally did not attract 
migrants as much as the Baptist ones did, claimed an increase of 5,000 during the migration 
period (118). In uncertain economic times, black migrants sought comfort in re-creating the 
communities that they had left behind. Gospel music was a significant mode of expression for 
the new migrant class—one in which "the residue of Saturday evening's performance would 
drain out on Sunday morning" (Boyer 194-5). In “The Black Gospel Music Tradition: A 
Complex of Ideology, Aesthetic, and Behavior” (1985), Mellonee Burnim writes that “the Black 
gospel music tradition is a very complex cultural system, which simultaneously transmits 
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uniformity and contrast, collectivity and individuality, unity and diversity” (165). Gospel, then, 
represents both a continuation and a break with tradition. Gospel is neither the spirituals nor the 
blues, though it draws on both of these genres. 
Notably, gospel did not represent an overthrow of the blues but rather a continuation and 
extension of blues expression. In one 1947 article in the New York Age, for example, the 
Women’s Society of Christian Service of Epworth Methodist Church announces the upcoming 
“Battle of Songs between the Cherubim Gospel Singers, Trinity Four, Union Harmonisers, 
Twilight Jubilee Singers, Bethel Light Gospel Singers, and the Beams of Heaven Gospel 
Singers.” Meanwhile, on the same page, the paper offers a review of “South Side Shake”—an 
album of “rent party barrel house blues, featuring Dan Burley and his ‘Skiffle Boys.’” As Evelyn 
Brooks Higginbotham points out in her essay, “Rethinking Vernacular Culture,” “[t]he record 
industry tapped into the cultural repertoire of the black working-class churches, drawing upon 
and promoting the very folk traditions that the middle class had sought to eradicate" (984). 
Encouraged by the sales of blues records, recording companies promoted gospel music in much 
the same ways that they did "the raunchiest blues lyrics" (Higginbotham 979). In fact, 
advertisements for gospel music were often featured alongside advertisements for blues records 
to remind audiences of their similarities. 
Gospel as Sonic Apparatus 
The paradox of gospel is significant because it suggests how two things can be happening 
at once. Gospel, as a cultural symbol, invites us to not only reflects the ways that people shaped 
sound in response to the sociopolitical conditions of the urban migration. Rather, it 
simultaneously reflects how music helped to shape the development of black consciousness post-
migration. As an apparatus of sound, gospel music registers (makes technological) the 
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characteristics of human performance—particularly of black women who sang it. The lyrics of 
gospel music further reflected the changing social experiences of black women—many of whom 
found themselves in new and harsh conditions in the North. 
Although many black women remained in "farm labor or domestic service" in the urban 
North, "a number of black women found work in industry or were employed in clerical, skilled, 
and semiskilled jobs" (147). Barbara Collins notes that "Black women's move to Southern and 
Northern cities in the early 1900s continued virtually unabated until after World War II (62). In 
Making a Way Out of No Way: African American Women and the Second Great Migration 
(2009), Lisa Boehm writes about the harsh conditions under which black women labored: 
Black industrial workers staged a number of wildcat strikes between 1943 and 1944. One 
of the main areas of contention for the strikers was the treatment of black women workers 
and the discriminatory hiring practices. Six hundred male workers left their jobs to protest 
the conditions faced by black women at the Chrysler Highland Park facility in March 
1943. At this plant, trained women found themselves in the most dangerous, strenuous 
work, or assigned to the custodial team. (Making a Way, 205) 
 
These conditions were significant in that they revealed the changing ideas of “place” for black 
women and the new social spaces that their voices were intended to signify. 
Gospel music as a technological process of identity suggests a dualistic performance— 
both in terms of how gospel represented an alternate perspective of black female consciousness 
(which taken together with the blues provides a more comprehensive view of black womanhood) 
and in terms of how music was opening new realms of being and possibility for black female 
existence. In Phonographies: Grooves in Sonic Afro-Modernity (2005), Alexander Weheliye 
describes the criss-crossing of sound, technology, and black culture in his study of sonic afro-
modernity—a term that blurs the boundaries of sound and thought. As Weheliye argues, it is “the 
novel cleft between sound and source…in twentieth-century black culture” that is responsible for 
creating “sonic modernity”—the revealing and “complex intersection of orality, music, and 
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writing” (Weheliye 7). Importantly, sonic afro-modernity takes into account a wide range of 
social and technological shifts that help to characterize the modern subject. In other words, 
Phonographies calls attention to the ways in which racial identity functions as a social (as well 
as sonic) construction. 
Rather than constructing a narrative in which the "sonic simply mirrors/redacts the social 
contexts from which it initially welled up," Weheliye considers how sound symbolizes a more 
nuanced and complex understanding of sound that engages "the flux of the world in the traffic 
between music and a variety of social formations" (11-2). Weheliye’s theorization, then, works 
to dismantle the concept of a "putative original" (an assumption of monolithic blackness) in 
favor of a "dub version" of black identity which embraces all of the possibilities of flow, echo, 
and re/productions of blackness. Sound, in other words, represents a complex web of influences 
and motives (including economic, social, and cultural conditions), and the appearance of sound 
in the text represents “both a disturbance as well as a re/production” that itself involves a process 
and method—that is, in Weheliye’s terms, “technological” (7). In his text, Weheliye offers a 
“conceptual intervention” that places black sonic production within the tradition of technological 
or digital information and that argues for the resultant interplay between black culture and 
technology as a “singular mode of (black) modernity” (3). 
Whereas these forms of sonic reproduction traditionally are considered outside the realm 
of “modernity,” Weheliye reclaims these modes as instrumental in figuring the production of 
black modernity. In particular, Weheliye's theorization invites me to re-envison black women in 
the text as cultural filters who echo and reproduce the sounds that emanate from a range of 
economic, social, and cultural conditions that exist beyond (and in addition to) their identities. 
As Davarian Baldwin makes clear, in Chicago’s New Negroes: Modernity, the Great Migration, 
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and Black Urban Life (2009), discourses of race and gender were inherent to popular forms of 
entertainment: “In many regards, the music industry marketplace was an instrumental space 
where the consolidation of this new sound could take advantage of racist white fascinations with 
black ‘primitive’ culture and sidestep community standards of respectability to reach the 
consumer base that would drive it to black cultural prominence” (Baldwin 174). Gospel music, 
then, records the polyvocal sonic performances of black womanhood. These performances were 
more than merely superficial in nature; rather, the shift in musical expression encompassed and 
reflected the shifts in identity and consciousness that attended the development of black 
modernity. 
The voices of black women who performed the blues, for example, were an extension of 
black women’s role in shaping modernity. In addition to expressing their own pain and self-
affirmation, black women blues performers were often cultural griots who recorded the histories 
of poor and working-class black people. Angela Davis’s Blues Legacies and Black Feminism: 
Gertrude Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday (1998), for example, uses a sociological 
approach to emphasize the roles women played in shaping the history of "Black music before the 
'Classic Blues' era" and places into context the historical realities that precipitated the black 
female image in the blues. Songs by Bessie Smith, such as “Poor Man's Blues" (1928) and 
"Washerwoman's Blues," explore issues of class, race, gender, and economies of labor. Other 
songs, such as "House Rent Blues" and "Backwater Blues," highlighted the social trauma of 
poverty. Smith also sang about the chain gang, jailhouse, workhouse, and prison—memorializing 
the culture of disenfranchisement and the injustice of the criminal justice system. As an 
entertainer and cultural icon, one of Smith’s achievements was to unify poor black people and 
translate their pain for larger audiences. 
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The blues, while narrating black history, spoke directly to the personal and sexual lives of 
black women. As Hazel Carby argues, in “It Jus Be’s Dat Way Sometime: The Sexual Politics of 
Women’s Blues” (1986), “women blues singers frequently appear as liminal figures that play out 
and explore the various possibilities of sexual existence”— including homosexuality (as in 
“Prove It on Me Blues” by Ma Rainey), heterosexuality (as in “One Hour Mama” by Ida Cox), 
and sexuality after divorce (as in “No Man’s Mamma Now” by Ethel Waters). For example, 
Bessie Smith’s “Young Woman’s Blues” ends: 
I ain’t gonna marry, ain’t gonna settle down. 
I’m gonna drink good moonshine and run these browns down. See that long lonesome 
road, cause you know it’s got a end. 
And I’m a good woman and I can get plenty men. (“Nobody’s Blues But Mine”)  
 
According to Wallace, part of the tradition of blueswomen has been demonstrated in affirming 
self “in the face of society’s unceasing attempts to devalue it” (Worrying the Line 145). In 
particular, the blues “challenged the notion that women’s ‘place’ was in the domestic sphere” in 
a society in which “full membership in the public community was the exclusive domain of men” 
(Davis 10-11). McClary argues that women’s blues may be seen as “an important cultural site for 
the development of specifically female articulations of desire and pleasure” (404). However, 
figurations of black womanhood have equally been shaped by the blues. 
Black women's cultural performances in the blues challenged the notion of domesticity, 
where songs of travel and self-awareness countered patriarchal expectations of male prowess and 
female subordination. The blues were a space in which black women developed a sensibility of 
protest and a space in which they promoted "new social and sexual realities" (Davis 4, 94). Their 
messages about their sexual exploits provided some of the most practical “evidence there was for 
many black people that slavery no longer existed” (Davis 9). In Ma Rainey’s “Don’t Fish in My 
Sea,” for example, she sings: “Ain’t had no lovin’ since God knows when/ Ain’t had no lovin’ 
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since God knows when/ That’s the reason I’m through with these no good triflin’ men” (Carby 
17). Similarly, Ida Cox, in “One Hour 
Mama” announces: “I’m a one hour 
mama, so no one minute papa/ Ain’t 
the kind of man for me/ Set your alarm 
clock papa, one hour that’s proper/ 
Then love me like I like to be” (Carby 
21). Not only did the lyrics of 
blueswomen suggest an alternative 
narrative to fictional recordings of 
black female sexual repression but 
their bodies—a “visual display of 
spangled dresses, of furs, of gold teeth, 
of diamonds of all the sumptuous and 
desirable aspects of their body”—
offered a significant revision” (21; see fig. 1.2). The embodiment of black womanhood serves as 
both companion and precursor in the adaptations of literary gospel performances. 
In Toni Morrison’s novel, The Bluest Eye (1970), the blues functions as an emblematic 
template through which to imagine the life of Pecola Breedlove. In her essay, “The Blues 
Aesthetic in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye” (1999), Cat Moses points out that in the blues 
tradition “the singer is the subject, the I who tells her (or his) own story” (623). Further, accounts 
of gospel help to extend the line from the literary blueswomen. Animated by the historical 
evidence of blues performers, literary blueswomen have been imagined as metonymic for the 
Figure 1.2 Blues singer, Bessie Smith. Getty Images. 
 
31  
matriarchal lineage from which black female characters are imagined to have descended. The 
titular character in Toni Morrison’s novel, Sula, extends this characterization in her problematic 
return to the Bottom, for example. Sula, who “lived out her days exploring her own thoughts and 
emotions, giving them full reign, feeling no obligation to please anybody unless their pleasure 
pleased her,” is a character who is (in many ways) both liberated and undermined by her own 
freedom. Not only does Sula embrace her sexuality, but she also embraces her individuality—
even at the expense of those around her. As Deborah McDowell writes, “In some ways, Sula is 
the most radical of the characters of seventies fiction, for she overturns the conventional 
definition of good and evil in relation to women by insisting that she exists primarily as and for 
herself—not to be a mother or to be the lover of men” (“Changing Same” 241, emphasis mine). 
Sula’s appropriation of the blueswoman character is represented in her speech rhythm as well. In 
trying to remember a song in her head, the narrator describes: “Then it came to her—the name of 
the song and all its lyrics just as she had heard it many times before. She sat on the edge of the 
bed thinking, ‘There aren’t any more new songs and I have sung all the ones there are. I have 
sung them all. I have sung all the ones there are.’” (Morrison 137). Like a blues musician, Sula 
“worries” the line: “I have sung all the ones there are.” As Wall describes, “worrying” is a 
technique used for emphasis, clarification, or subversion.xvi For Sula, this subversion is 
characterized both in her rejection of societal proscriptions and her linguistic appropriation of the 
blues aesthetic. However, we may ask, how does Sula also appropriate a gospel performance in 
the text? 
Black women in gospel, who existed in the cultural wake of blueswomen, further 
re/produce sonic performances of black womanhood—specifically, creating images that 
highlight the dualistic and technosonic modes of their production. This was particularly true of 
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performers, such as Rosetta Tharpe, who blurred the boundaries between blues and gospel. By 
1938, Rosetta Tharpe had begun a recording career with Decca records, popularizing songs such 
as "This Train" and Hide Me in Thy Bosom," with the former becoming the first gospel 
recording selling over one million copies. In 1939, Tharpe garnered national attention in Life 
magazine, which featured photographs of Tharpe as a performer of the "swinging spirituals" and 
remarking the ability of the singer—who often performed in night clubs—to bridge sacred and 
secular audiences (Jackson 77). Tharpe was an eclectic performer who not only performed in 
ballgowns and furs but commanded attention in her unique guitar-playing style—a technique that 
would influence Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Etta James, Little Richard, and Isaac Hayes (Wald 
ix).xvii 
With her bluesy, unapologetically flamboyant style, Tharpe highlighted the musical 
continuum that connected black gospel music and the blues. As a singer, Tharpe was famous for 
performing church music in nightclubs where she "testif[ied] to audiences as if she were in 
church" (Wald 81). Having begun her singing career in local black churches first in Arkansas 
and then in Florida, Tharpe's decision to perform in nightclubs such as the Cotton Club, the 
Savoy Room, and the Society Club in New York was controversial. Her music bore witness to 
the hardships that she shared with her audiences. At the height of her career, Tharpe's recording, 
"Strange Things Happening Everyday," became a crossover success in gospel and blues in 1945. 
Tharpe's role in the club straddled the boundaries between preaching and singing since "like the 
best preachers, she was capable of presenting herself as both larger than life…and her audience's 
equal in human frailty and suffering (no one could say she hadn't sinned and paid for it)" (Carby 
x). As Wald notes in her biography of the singer, "Before the Clara Ward singers made gospel 
singing glamorous, Rosetta did gospel programs in sequined gowns and a series of dye jobs or 
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wigs of different colors—sometimes she was a blonde, sometimes a red-head—riding grandly 
into town on her own tour bus" (ix). The development of black womanhood represented in 
gospel serves to contradict—to cut and carry—the blues' symbolism. 
Notably, gospel provided a new platform from which black women could express both a 
political and moral consciousness. As Wallace Best highlights in Passionately Human, No Less 
Divine: Religion and Culture in Black Chicago, 1915-1952 (2005), the role of women in gospel 
music was positioned as an essential critique of the static positionality of the black female image 
in three central ways: political, material, and ideological. Gospel performance and preaching 
offered black women an opportunity to "operate freely in public realm" (Best 153). This freedom 
allowed black women to disrupt the social conditions that served to disfranchise both themselves 
and their communities. Black female preachers, such as Lucy Smith who founded All Nations 
Pentecostal Church as a "small gathering of women" in 1916, used their platforms to incorporate 
charitable work as well. Not only did Smith work for God, but she worked for "her" people. 
Smith founded The Glorious Church of the Air, a radio broadcast, in 1933. She was "the first 
black Chicago preacher to broadcast live worship over the radio" (Best 178). From this platform, 
Smith made requests for charitable contributions to the program and the community and 
promoted gospel music. 
Black female gospel performers deconstructed the idea of womanhood by taking “control 
of their self-representation as women and as ministers by manipulating a set of confused gender 
expectations that required that they be both maternal (nurturing) and pragmatic (rational)” (Best 
156). In particular, black women in church leadership also drew criticism of their “masculine” 
and “feminine” roles; Best writes that “The masculinist conception of ministry…drew attention 
to black women preachers’ bodies and invited speculation about their sexuality” (155). For this 
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reason, black female preachers often claimed to have transcended their gender. Black women 
further complicated the notion of gender, “rendering themselves sexually ambiguous or by 
complicating the notion of ‘femaleness’” (Best 156). Further, gospel music signaled an arena 
through which black women sought to reconstruct social norms that were meant to confine them. 
As Demetrius Williams points out in An End to This Strife: 
The patriarchal social order of America and the church subjugated women into the rigid 
and limited roles of homemaker, wife, and mother. The home and the rearing of children 
was their primary function, and for them to attempt to enter the domain of males—the 
public domain—was a threat to their reputation as 'good' wives and mothers. In the 
church, this amounted to certain roles and duties, which were extensions of their 
motherly and wifely duties, namely, nurturing, cooking, and cleaning. They were allowed 
to lead prayer or sing but only in very rare instances to preach or administer the 
ordinances (or sacraments) of the church, for this would threaten the domain of male 
power and authority (108). 
 
In the public sphere, black female gospel performers, on the other hand, demonstrated their role 
in contributing to community development, working in institution building, reinventing religious 
culture, serving as agents of change, exercising creativity, meeting the needs to their 
communities, and extending the boundaries of work. 
Gospel music presented a reminder that black women, as part of the migrant class, “were 
not passive victims of white power or objects of black middle-class paternalism. They actively 
created spaces and cultures where they sought to sustain themselves and where they sometimes 
attempted to resist the negative impact of urbanization” (Griffin 108). In “Soul Vibrations: Black 
Music and Black Freedom in Sound and Space,” Gayle Wald imagines the performance of 
Marian Anderson at the National Mall in 1939 and the “Soul at the Center” festival in 1972 as 
symbolic of the connections between “black (musical) performance, space, and social change” 
(689). Anderson had been invited to sing at the memorial after the Daughters of the Revolution 
(DAR) refused to allow Anderson to perform at their segregated concert hall. As Gayle Wald 
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contends, the struggle over space involves Anderson’s black presence (in the national public 
imagination) as well as the sonic struggle over the silenced voices of black people within 
American democracy (i.e. part of a political theatre). Wald notes that, for Anderson, “the 
suitability of her body was openly and sometimes crudely called into question” (679). She 
identifies “sound as an instrument of oppositional consciousness, particularly in relation to 
struggles over space” (674). In addition to helping locate gospel music within a social dynamic 
or “politics”, Wald’s essay offers an explanation of how sound works to provide “ambient 
vibrations” needed for people “to locate themselves, to know where they were and where (in a 
collective sense) they were heading” (677). Performances of gospel singers on stage, as well, 
demonstrated black women’s ability to reshape and redefine their identity as well as to lay claim 
to space in the public arena. The gospel stage was a significant space for gender politics. 
For gospel singers, such as Mahalia Jackson, the political stage was an arena that would 
represent struggles of space, gender, and the nation. Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, Jackson's 
presence in the public imagination was more than a "household convenience": it was an 
important conduit for breaking down the barriers of race segregation. Mahalia Jackson, who 
boasted her own "weekly radio series on CBS" in 1954, "generated high ratings even with white 
listeners" (Darden 217). She was featured both on the Dinah Shore Show, a television series 
featuring Diahann Carroll as the central character, and on Dave Garroway's Garroway at Large 
Show.xviii Mahalia Jackson’s performance of “These are They” on The Ed Sullivan Show in 
1956 was similarly an important cultural moment, not only in how it served to highlight the 
black female body in the public imagination, but also in how it reframed the image of black 
women for non-black audiences on national television programs.xix,xx 
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Gospel constitutes a modern(ist) performance. As Craig Werner describes it, the literary 
period was characterized by "rebellion against what was widely perceived as an increasingly 
decadent bourgeois culture" (214). This rebellion resulted in what has come to be termed the 
avant-garde which "developed distinct, and functionally antagonistic, meaning in 'political' and 
'aesthetic' discourse" (214). In particular, modernists, such as Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot, were 
renowned for upholding a "conservative or reactionary" aesthetic which "they associated with the 
'universal' values lost in the modern world" (214). The modernist literary movement begins with 
Prufrock and Other Observations by T.S. Eliot in 1917, although some date it as far back as 
Woolf's Impressionist Salon in 1910. 
In The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (1993), Paul Gilroy outlines 
the "distinctive attributes of black cultural forms which are both modern and modernist" (73). 
Gilroy characterizes black modern/modernist literature as understanding "the role of art in 
mediating individual creativity with social dynamics" (73). In other words, Gilroy emphasizes 
modern literature as that which is responsive to the conditions that help to create it while also 
actively participating in dismantling those conditions.xxi In particular, modernity addressed 
"certain kinds of stability" and "the loss of and the need to reconstruct certain kinds of stability," 
as Morrison points out in her essay "Living Memory." Songs such as “Search Me Lord” (1973), 
recorded by Bessie Griffin and Thomas Dorsey, declare: “Search me, Lord/ Turn the light from 
Heaven on my soul/ And if You find anything that shouldn’t be/ Take it out and strengthen me/ I 
wanna be right, I wanna be saved, I’ve got to be whole." In addition, gospel lyrics underscored 
the importance of understanding identity as not static but rather in process. Mahalia Jackson's, 
"I'm On My Way" (1961), for example, proclaims: “I’m on my way to Canaan Land/ I’ve had a 
 
37  
mighty hard time on my way/ On my way, glory Hallelujah, on my way.” Gospel lyrics, such as 
these, demonstrate that black womanhood was imagined as a figure in process. 
If “for blueswomen, the stage sometimes became a ritual space, ‘a space in which the 
spirit works’,” then for gospel performers, the stage symbolized a ritual space in which to 
grapple with both their spiritual identity and social consciousness (Wall 154). In particular, in 
their gesturing towards a future destiny or desire, gospel lyrics reveal what the singers most 
lacked. The Famous Davis Sisters, in “He’s Mine” (1955), declare: “I’ve got peace of mind/I've 
got joy thought I never could find/I got love at last/That cannot be surpassed.”xxii As the sisters 
make clear, their love is about Jesus rather than an earthly man. The Ward Singers, which 
included Clara Ward, Kitty Parham, Ethel Gilbert, Frances Steadman, Will Ward Moultry, 
Henrietta Waddy, and Marian Williams, sang variously about a paternal relationship in “God’s 
Amazing Love” (1958). “It’s amazing (it’s precious)/It's amazing (it’s glorious)/ It's amazing 
(it’s wondrous)/ It's amazing (it’s serious)/ That love (amazing love)/ That comes from above 
(love that comes from above).”xxiii Similarly, on “Heartaches” (1975), Betty Perkins sings of 
having overcome worldly heartaches as she growls, “the Lord is my shepherd/ Yes, ah He’s my 
guide/ And whenever I need the Lord/ He's always standing right by my side.”xxiv In both songs, 
the performers emphasize finding satisfaction in love that transcends the physical or material 
realm. Gospel songs performed by black women reflected the exigencies of their working and 
home lives—even without naming these realities directly. 
Hearing Between the Lines: Afro-Sonic Feminist Criticism 
In literary scholarship, gospel as a figurative concept, functions as a tool for re- mapping 
the development of black female consciousness. Scholar Daphne Brooks, for example, gives an 
example of music as an ethnographic inscription through which we can chart the shifting ideas 
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and ideals of black women in literature. In Daphne Brooks’s “Sister Can You Line It Out?,” she 
observes how “embodied and sounded performance” can be used “as a tool of ethnographic 
inscription” in Hurston’s writing (Brooks 623). Brooks demonstrates how Zora Neale Hurston, 
for example, uses singing as “mode of embodied cultural documentation.” Hurston’s sonic 
performances, in texts such as “Characteristics of Negro Expression” (1934), serve to address 
socio-political aesthetics as well as “amplifies, worries, and speaks back” to ethnography/ers of 
her time in such a way that sound becomes epistemology (623). Hurston was one writer who 
used singing both “as a tool of ethnographic inscription” and as “mode of embodied cultural 
documentation” (623). As Brooks points out, where Hurston takes the “ethics” of blues (and, as I 
would argue, the ethics of gospel) to “assert a kind of modern black womanhood,” she 
demonstrates the “instrumentality of sonic black womanhood” (626). Thus, “embodied and 
sounded performance" can be used, as Daphne Brooks theorizes, to put voice "on the record" 
both substantively and figuratively (Brooks 623). 
Further, gospel music challenges the discourse of identity as a flat, static marker in 
literature. Instead, the sonic invocation of gospel invites us to re-read the formation of black 
womanhood as a contested terrain or site of struggle—embedding discourses about class, gender 
identity, black spirituality, and economics. To invoke Hazel Carby’s definition, I argue that 
gospel music may be read as a problem rather than a solution, a performative “contested terrain” 
in black feminist scholarship. Gospel music, however, expands the relevance of this contested 
terrain beyond literature—in cultural arenas such as film, politics, and music. As much as gospel 
music helped to popularize the voices of black women in this nation, it also underscored those 
performances as acts of political wish fulfillment, of self- contradiction, and cultural isolation. In 
recent studies of black women in American culture, I am reminded of how issues such as 
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hypervisibility, social injustice, and legal battles in this nation serve to “trouble the vision” of an 
uncomplicated relationship between black women and gospel music as an expressive medium. 
In my research, gospel music represents a fragmented refrain across texts throughout the 
twentieth-century African American literature. However, taken together these narratives weave 
together a collage through which to document the emergence of a modern black womanhood (as 
told through the gospel) that serves to worry the line of black female tradition. Richard Wright’s 
“Man Who Lived Underground,” a short story first published in 1942, depicts the tradition of 
black gospel hymnal, which Eileen Southern argues as a precursor to the acceptance of gospel 
music.xxv The story’s protagonist, Fred Daniels, hears a church worship service from his 
underground cave. Although Wright’s protagonist takes an anti-religious stance in the story (as 
he thinks to himself, “I disagree”), Wright acknowledges the tradition of black gospel hymns as 
an important voice of black culture. James Baldwin’s Go Tell It On the Mountain (1953) and The 
Amen Corner (1954), Richard Wright’s “Down By the Riverside” and “Big Boy Leaves Home” 
in Uncle Tom’s Children (1938), Leon Forrest’s The Bloodworth Orphans (1977), Robert 
Hayden’s “Mourning Poem for Queen of Sunday” (1966), and John Edgar Wideman’s The 
Homewood Trilogy (1985) offer some such examples.xxvi In Richard Wright’s short story, 
“Bright and Morning Star,” An’ Sue intones, “Hes the Lily of the Valley, the Bright n Mawnin 
Star / Hes the Fairest of Ten Thousand t mah soul…” while she is “deep in the midst of her 
work” ironing (222). Stories of black girlhood and womanhood often distill the image of the 
black female gospel voice. Black women’s fiction, such as Paulle Marshall’s Praisesong for the 
Widow (1983) and Gloria Naylor’s The Women of Brewster Place (1982), highlight this. John 
Edgar Wideman’s collection of stories, Damballah (1981), relays the tale of gospel singer Reba 
Love Jackson in the short story, “The Songs of Reba Love Jackson.” Similarly, Toni Morrison’s 
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Beloved (1987) gestures toward gospel music in scenes in the clearing where Sethe leads the 
community in loving their own bodies in part through “long notes held until the four-part 
harmony [is] perfect enough for their deeply loved flesh” (89). The literary recording of black 
gospel music re-produces this dualism: that gospel music serves as a site of origins for black 
women’s voices in literature and that black womanhood serves to guide our re-hearing of gospel 
music in literature. 
Accounts of gospel music performance in twentieth-century African American literature 
signal an ongoing ambivalence of black female consciousness that is coextensive with the blues. 
As early as writers, such as Zora Neale Hurston, gospel offers a significant chance and 
responsibility for re-vision. In her autobiography, Dust Tracks on a Road (1942), Zora Neale 
Hurston mythologizes poetics of the church: “For instance I have seen my father stop preaching 
suddenly and walk down to the front edge of the pulpit and breathe into a whispered song…The 
congregation working like a Greek chorus behind him, would take up the song and the mood and 
hold it over for a while even after he had gone back into the sermon at high altitude… (Dust 
Tracks 196).xxvii Later, she recalls that she “had been pitched head-foremost into the Baptist 
church” when she was born: “I had heard the singing, the preaching and the prayers. They were a 
part of me…To me, what the Negroes did in Macedonia Baptist Church was finer than anything 
that any trained composer had done to the folk songs” (DT 151-2). Hurston’s craft is one that she 
learns to relish, at least in part, from the oral traditions of her upbringing. She writes: “I picked 
up glints and gleams out of what I heard and stored it away to turn it to my own uses” (51). 
Importantly, such (re)recordings of gospel in the text are not only an index of the socioeconomic 
conditions that characterize Hurston’s setting in the south, but they are indices of what has 
shaped her embodiment of modern black womanhood.  
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This dissertation imagines gospel as a technosonic performance of black womanhood. By 
this, I mean that I use gospel music as signal to the shaping of the black female modern subject 
in literature. These performances embody a symbolic performance of (re)recording, as well as 
producing black womanhood. Gospel music, as a tool of literary praxis, serves to disrupt 
histories of black communities as well as histories of black women in literature. The work of the 
scholar is to “line out”—a process that is based on the tradition of call and response—the 
significance of music in the text. Accounts of gospel music in twentieth-century literature, such 
as Walker’s The Color Purple, are a reminder of the potential for gospel to introduce new 
possibilities of being for black womanhood in the text. Although published in 1982, the novel is 
set in the 1940s. In Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls who have considered suicide when the 
rainbow is enuf, she imagines gospel as a site of origins for black womanhood in the text: 
Somebody/ anybody sing a black girl’s song bring her out to know herself to know you 
but sing her rhythms carin / struggle / hard times sing her song of life she’s been dead so 
long closed in silence so long she doesn’t know the sound of her own voice her infinite 
beauty she’s half-notes scattered without rhythm/ no tune sing her sighs sing the song of 
her possibilities sing a righteous gospel let her be born let her be born & handled warmly. 
 
Gospel music represents not only one way through which to document black womanhood but to 
imagine how this concept was figuratively conceived within black literature. 
Conclusion 
Gospel music and its technological implications contributes to our understanding of black 
womanhood in twentieth century African American literature. More than an ancillary detail of 
twentieth century writing, gospel music is key to the social formation of what has come to be 
known as black womanhood. Gospel music not only reflected the radical reformulation of black 
life in the twentieth century, it “created fresh cultural spheres that would not have been possible 
without recording and reproduction technologies” (20). Re-reading the literary tradition requires 
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a process of hearing between the lines, of dismantling boundaries of sound/source and 
sound/writing to more fully understand the intersections of meaning and influence. Similarly, re-
reading and re-composing an afro-sonic feminist theory involves, as Weheliye argues, working 
to achieve a form of “saturation” by which we re-assemble the full sonic ensemble of 
embodiment in the text. Weheliye’s study calls upon me to cultivate a critical process of 
“thinking sound/sound thinking” (8). Drawing on Moten's imagery, in the next chapter, I imagine 
gospel music as a site of theoretical origin--one form of discursive “shriek” that begins the trace 




CHAPTER TWO: GOSPEL ECONO-MIX AND THE BLACKNESS OF BLACK 
PERFORMANCE IN THE BREAK OF LANGSTON HUGHES’S TAMBOURINES TO 
GLORY
 
I’m gonna testify (testify) Till the day I die (day I die) I’m gonna tell the truth (tell the 
truth) Well, the truth don’t lie (truth don’t lie) I’m gonna testify! 
—Hughes, Tambourines to Glory 
“…the ensemble of objects that we might call black performances, black history, 
blackness is a real problem and a real chance for the philosophy of human being (which 
would necessarily bear and be irreducible to what is called, or what someday might hope 
to call, subjectivity).” 
—Fred Moten, In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition 
In a letter written on January 25, 1964 to friend and colleague, Arna Bontemps, 
Langston Hughes bemoaned the financial losses of his play, Tambourines to Glory: 
You know the old saying. ‘Hard times will make a monkey eat red pepper.’ Tambourines 
losses forces me to return to the public platform: Hampton to open the new 2 million 
dollar communications building. Detroit for a weekend of Negro History Week 
festivities. (I dread such a long period), University of Pittsburgh, University of Buffalo, 
etc. My bank account was down to hardly stamp money last week, so I started 
answering…unanswered requests for speaking dates, picking out the better fees. (Nichols 
468) 
 
Hughes had invested $2000 into the production of the play, Tambourines (Rampersad 369). 
However, the author ended up losing $125,000 (Rampersad 370). Hughes’ financial concerns 
were further compounded by the fact that his royalties for Black Nativity were “some $7000 
behind” (Nichols 468). The show's failure was attributable to numerous factors, including the 
venue, the production quality, the director, and Hughes' taste in depicting black religion and 
black folk culture. 
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Unfortunately, the play’s struggles would translate into the way in which it was 
interpreted by audiences. The play ran for three weeks before closing. It wasn’t just that the play 
was problematic in terms of its reception but that gospel music in the play was a vexed critical 
sign. At the time, black writers were reimagining black life as a direct confrontation of social ills 
and black theater as a platform for modern portrayals of black radicalism and resistance. 
Meanwhile, white theater on Broadway was clinging to representations of black music that were 
either nostalgic or ornamental. Hughes’ play, and his use of gospel as a signifier, fell between 
these two conflicting desires. However, I argue that his return to gospel music as a symbol 
(particularly for two black female main characters), illustrates how gospel music serves to 
produce its own recording of the modern construction of black female consciousness. Using Fred 
Moten’s theory of sound and radical performances of resistance, in this chapter, I critically re-
examine the role of gospel music in Tambourines to document black women and their role in 
discourses of economic exchange. As I argue, the invocation of gospel music in the play 
highlights the complexity of “the commodity who speaks” and the multilayered discourses that 
exist “on the lower frequencies” in the play. 
The Blackness of Black Theater 
Tambourines to Glory was plagued by issues of representation from its outset. The play 
debuted on September 5, 1960 at the Westport Country Playhouse in Connecticut.xxviii For 
more than two years, Hughes sent the play out to producers but found “no takers” (Nichols, 
NYT). But, in a letter written to Bontemps on January 27, 1961, Hughes bemuses that “Black 
Nativity has stirred the Theatre Guild into action again” (Nichols 406). Hughes originally 
finished the play in 1956, but he finished rewriting the "play-with-music" in just two weeks in 
1959 when the Theatre Guild bought it.xxix Lawrence Langner, of the Theater Guild, was one of 
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the "early callers" who helped Hughes get the play in shape to try out at the Westport Theater in 
1960. In his 1960 letter to Lawrence Langner, then-director for Tambourines to Glory, Hughes 
wrote about the plans to revise the show. Hughes was working on revisions along with Langner, 
Joel Schenker, and Frank Perry of the Theatre Guild after workshopping an earlier version at the 
Westport Theater in Connecticut. Based on their comments, he could play on his central female 
character's positive attributes by adding a few scenes, namely ones that would focus on Essie's 
role in the church. He intended to "strengthen[ ] the positive elements in Essie's character" 
mainly through "converting Essie into a strong and dynamic leader," "adding a brief sermon or 
testimony" for her character in the final scene, and by "building up [ ] the self-defense motives to 
make murder more plausible."xxx Hughes's notes on the play (which he admitted was so 
thoroughly marked up that it would need retyping), call attention to the site of tension that 
characterizes gospel in the play. However, when Langner died a few years later, the play was 
then produced by Joel Schenker and premiered at the Little Theater in New York in 1963—seven 
years after Hughes finished writing it.xxxi 
The production of Tambourines also was plagued continuously by wavering support of 
cast members and financial backers. The play represented "the oddity of being one of the few 
nonintegrated plays in town," a fact that caused "several potential backers" to refuse to 
participate in funding Hughes' Broadway production (Nichols). However, the show featured 
well-known black actors, such as Clara Ward and Louis Gossett, Jr., major names such as Eartha 
Kitt backed out of the show. In a letter to fellow writer and sometimes collaborator, Arna 
Bontemps, Hughes had indicated that he desired to have "Juanita Hall and Sister Tharpe for the 
two leads, and pretty little Reri Grist (who was in The Barrier) for the daughter” (Nichols 344). 
However, Bontemps remarks about the “scaled down plans” for the show in 1962.xxxii Sugar 
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Ray Robinson was asked to fill the role of Buddy in addition to Dots Johnson. However, when 
he could not get them to join the cast, he found Rosetta LeNoire and Hilda Simms. 
Tambourines is credited as the first full-length gospel play in African American 
literature. However, it was not Hughes’s first attempt to write a play with gospel music. In Fine 
Clothes to the Jew (1927), Don’t You Want to Be Free? (1937), The Sun Do Move (1942), Black 
Nativity, The Prodigal Son, and Gospel Glory, Hughes (re)appropriated the “dramatic 
presentation of black religion and its music” (Sanders, “Also Own” 65). Hughes, in a letter to 
Bontemps August 26, 1960, refers to the play as a “musical” although it is billed as a “play ‘with 
music’” (Nichols 402). Hughes developed the idea for the play first after attending a concert at the Golden 
Gate at which he met Jobe Huntley, a gospel singer. He intended to turn “three or four poems that [he] 
thought would lend themselves to the gospel idiom” into songs that Mahalia Jackson would record, but 
later decided to write a play around them when the record never materialized. 
Though Hughes continued to write about the blues tradition, plays such as Tambourines 
increasingly demonstrated his interest in gospel music. Hughes, along with composer Jobe 
Huntley, created all of the gospel music in the play. Although the first "gospel temple" would not 
arrive on Hughes' street in Harlem until 1962, he "visited a number of gospel temples in Harlem" 
which preparing his "gospel song-play, Black Nativity” (1963).xxxiii Lawrence Levine 
documents Hughes’s response to his encounter with Holiness Churches around WWI: “I was 
entranced by their stepped-up rhythms, tambourines, hand- clapping, and uninhibited dynamics, 
rivaled only by Ma Rainey singing the blues at the old Monogram Theater” (Levine 180).xxxiv 
Although Hughes himself was “notoriously reticent on matters of religion,” he was deeply 
interested in “the distinctive manifestations of black religious practice” (Sanders, “I’ve 
Wrestled” 63).xxxv Hughes would gather inspiration for writing about gospel music by visiting 
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several “temples” in Harlem. He arrived at “about ten at night when services were in full swing” 
and “was never bored” (Hughes, “Gospel Singers”). The setting for Tambourines was based on 
the storefront churches which “dotted Harlem” and the gospel singing that characterized them. In 
a New York Times review, Gilbert Millstein, noted that the play gives a “side glance at a major 
phenomenon”—namely, “the rise…of a vagrant type of church in Harlem.” This “vagrant” 
church actually referred to “the sidewalk, storefront, basement, apartment, abandoned-theatre 
church” which characterized many Pentecostal congregations at the time (see Fig. 2.1). 
 
Figure 2.1 Washington Temple, Church of God. Brooklyn, NY, 1963. NYC Department of 
Records and Information Services. 
 
Unlike the traditional black churches that had existed since the nineteenth century, 
storefront churches represented "churches that anyone can start by declaring himself a minister 
and opening for business" (Nichols, NYT). Working-class African Americans predominantly 
populated these churches. Historically, Pentecostal groups, such as the Azusa Street Holiness 
Mission, had originated in Los Angeles, California. Started by William Seymour in 1906, the 
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Azusa Street Mission (which would become the origin of the Church of God in Christ 
denomination in 1914) provided license for congregants—many of whom had migrated 
northward and westward during the Great Migration—to worship freely, unbounded by the 
strictures of decorum imposed by traditional churches. Healing services, such as those that took 
place in All Nations, were characterized by “emotional frenzy, ecstatic utterances, and exuberant 
music” (Best 173). Jerma Jackson notes that “rather than dismissing the ecstatic worship hat had 
prevailed amongst slaves, these men and women infused it with new meaning by linking ecstatic 
outpourings to the [belief that the Holy Spirit dwelt within a believer] of the first-century 
Christians” (17). Other black religious sects, such as the Church of Christ, also embraced the 
sounds of gospel. Charles Price Jones was the founder of the Church of Christ (Holiness) in 
1895; this denomination, with its emphasis on music was “the direct heir of the plantation-church 
spirituals, jubilees, and shouts” (Southern, “Hymnals” 159). Holiness and Pentecostal church 
communities embraced its appeal to freedom in religious expression. 
Hughes imagined gospel music as a cultural symbol of black identity, particularly for 
black migrants. In his article "On Leaping and Shouting" (1943), published in the Chicago 
Defender, Hughes highlighted gospel’s ambivalence between sorrow and joy: 
“Exhorters and gospel singers know it instinctively. Shouters know it in their souls. Work 
hard all week, all year, all their lives and get nowhere, go to church on Sunday and 
shout—and they feel better. Colored, and poor, and maybe born in Mississippi, “Jesus 
Knows Just How Much I Can Bear,” so you holler out loud sometimes and leap high in 
the air in your soul …which is a pretty hard thing to bear, especially when you got 
relatives fighting in North Africa or New Guinea, and you at home riding in a Jim Crow 
Car (Langston Hughes and the Chicago Defender 199). 
 
As Hughes made clear, gospel music (like the spirituals) was metonymic for black 




In contrast to contemporary African American plays, such as Amiri Baraka’s Dutchman 
and The Slave (1964), which connected radical black nationalism with a perspective translated 
from a developing tradition of protest writing, known as the Black Arts Movement, Hughes' play 
took a slightly different turn by emphasizing gospel as a form of modern folk idiom. The Black 
Arts Movement, which varied “between an aesthetic avant- garde committed to a conservative 
ideology and an aesthetically conservative political avant- garde committed, at least rhetorically, 
to the struggle against racism" (Werner 215). Just one year after Tambourines’ debut, Dutchman 
by Amiri Baraka, (which lasted only thirty minutes) marked the emergence of a new black 
aesthetic, which was avant-garde and revolutionary. The play, which Hughes attended in 1964, 
presented what he described as “a battering ram treatment of the race problem” (Rampersad 
376).xxxvi Other examples of contemporary plays included Blues for Mister Charlie (1964), and 
Funnyhouse of a Negro (1964). Hughes himself had seen contemporary performances, including 
The Blacks (Genet), Ballets Africaine, Taste of Honey, and Deep are the Roots. 
Other contemporary plays by black women, such as Alice Childress’s Trouble in Mind 
(1955) centered on women’s empowerment and bringing to the stage realistic portrayals of black 
working-class life. Childress—a black female playwright whose writing focused on “the genteel 
poor” and “poor women for whom the act of living is sheer heroism”— positions gospel as part 
of the language of her characters (Brown Guillory 28).xxxvii However, in Childress’s stage play, 
Trouble in Mind (1955), Childress positions music as a critique of the image of black 
womanhood. Set in 1957, the play pictures Wiletta—a Broadway veteran—engaged in a rebuke 
of the types of racist, stereotyped roles that black women were asked to play in the theater. In 
one scene, at odds with the play’s director over the (lack of) feeling that Wiletta is evincing 
through a gospel song, Wiletta says, “I know what you want me to sing, and I’m not going to.” 
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Although this declaration will have consequences for Wiletta’s future in the production (and 
possibly for her future as an actress), her resistance challenges the notion of black women’s 
performance as perpetually for sale. Brown-Guillory argues that black female playwrights “came 
to the theatre because they were compelled to speak out against the enormous disparity between 
the poor and rich, black and white, and women and men” (45). In particular, Wiletta’s act of 
defiance delivers a critique of cultural- economic spaces, such as Broadway, which (re)produce 
black women’s voices while muting and ignoring black women themselves. 
Additionally, black theater on Broadway at the time was interested in a more modern 
vision of black spirituality. Lorraine Hansberry’s Raisin in the Sun (1959), for example, portrays 
the vestiges of Christianity within the modern black household. The play is set “in Chicago’s 
Southside, sometime between World War II and the present.” In one scene, the play’s matriarch, 
Lena Younger, alludes to the gospel song, “No Ways Tired.” Lena asks her daughter-in-law, 
“Why ain’t you singing this morning, Ruth? Sing that ‘No Ways Tired.’ That song always lifts 
me up so…” (53). Claudia McNeil, who played Lena Younger’s character in the original 1959 
Broadway production, is described as having a “voice that most nearly approximates the early 
voices that helped popularize traditional black musical genres such as the blues and gospel” 
(Black Women and Music 76-7). Although not performed in the play, symbolically, the song’s 
reference gestures towards the complexity of Lena’s characterization in Raisin as the stereotype 
of a strong “woman who has adjusted to many things in life and overcome many more.” The 
song, which was popularized by Rev. James Cleveland in the 1950s, imagines a day in which 
“dis worl is on fire” and “dere’s a better day a- coming.” Symbolically, the song magnifies the 
distance between Lena and her daughter-in- law Ruth—where one is comforted by the thought of 
a “city into de Hebben” and one is distracted by the financial burden of an unwanted pregnancy 
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here on earth. Lena’s reference to the song contradicts starkly with the tenement apartment in 
which she resides with two other generations of Younger children and is in striking dissonance 
with the social and political conditions in America which deny her both nobility and a heritage 
(39). 
The commercial success of Raisin set a new precedent in audiences’ expectations of 
astute critical representations of the black working-class on Broadway. In her study of African 
American women’s theatre, Their Place on the Stage: Black Women Playwrights in America 
(1988), Elizabeth Brown-Guillory points out that Hansberry’s play was the first black-authored 
play on Broadway to feature an “essentially black cast” (34). As Brown- Guillory writes: 
…never in theatre history had such large numbers of blacks supported a Broadway show. 
At the Philadelphia tryout, James Baldwin noted that he had never seen so many black 
people at the theatre in his life. Additionally, he stated that never before in American 
theatre history had so much of the truth of black people's lives been seen on stage. (Their 
Place 34) 
 
The play was not only accessible to the regular theatregoer, but it offered something for theater 
critics as well. Hansberry was the first black woman to win New York Drama Critics Circle 
Award. In Mammies No More: The Changing Image of Black Women in Stage and Screen 
(1997), Lisa Anderson contends that black writers used “realism to challenge the icons of 
mainstream theatre and film” as well as to “create images meant to respond directly to those in 
the mainstream media….and pave the way for the development of the black women warrior, the 
quintessential image of visual resistance” (119). While popular depictions of black women, on 
film and on the stage, often projected unrealistic images of black womanhood, modern visual 
portrayals of resistance—from Hansberry to Josephine Baker (whose shows Hughes had 
attended in 1961 and 1963)—used the stage to combat those images. 
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Part of the controversy surrounding Hughes’ play, Tambourines, was that audiences felt it 
(like much of the author’s later writing) failed to project either a revolutionary or realistic 
perspective. Writer James Baldwin published a review of Hughes’ Sermons and Blues: Selected 
Poems of Langston Hughes in The New York Times in 1959. In his rebuke of Hughes, Baldwin 
commented that his response to the collection of poems lay somewhere between amazement and 
disappointment at the writer’s immense gifts and his ability to “do so little with them” (Baldwin). 
Although Baldwin would imagine the black church as the backdrop of his novel, Go Tell It on 
the Mountain (1953) and his play, The Amen Corner (1968), his depictions offered a more 
critical indictment of the black church. Baldwin, who had written about the black church 
experience in Harlem in Go Tell It On the Mountain, saw Hughes’ poetry as a “fake simplicity in 
order to avoid the very difficult simplicity of the experience” (Baldwin). In particular, Baldwin 
saw music as a form of “emotional shorthand—or sleight-of-hand” that was aimed at expressing 
black people’s “relationship to each other” as well as their “judgment of the white world” 
(Baldwin). As that idiom was “forced to change,” Baldwin felt that the music “had to become 
more and more complex in order to continue to express any of the private or collective 
experiences” (Baldwin). Though gospel music was part of the cultural idiom, Baldwin blamed 
Hughes for failing to use the symbol in a complex way in his writing. 
Other black writers similarly equated Hughes’s use of music as little more than folk relic. 
In 2005, Le Roi Jones echoed this critique in his review of Langston Hughes' novel, 
Tambourines to Glory, stating: “…Hughes to my mind, is a folklorist. He abdicated from the 
world of literature just after his second book of verse (Fine Clothes to the Jew, 1927); since then, 
he has sort of crept backwards and away from significant literature, until finally [with 
Tambourines] he has gotten to a kind of meaningless ethnic name-dropping” (Jones 2). For 
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Jones, the work's lasting flaw is that Hughes fails to turn the language into something that is art. 
As he mentions, according to great writers like Ezra Pound, great literature is defined by its use 
of language that has been "charged with meaning to the utmost possible degree" -- something 
which Hughes, according to Jones, fails to accomplish with Tambourines (4). Instead, Jones 
attributes Hughes’ use of folk material, particularly his use of gospel songs, as “merely relying 
on the strength and vitality of that tradition, without attempting (either because one lacks talent 
or is insincere) to extend the beauty or meaning of that tradition into a ‘universal’ statement” (4). 
In other words, Jones’s critique highlights what he sees as Hughes’s inability to make the gospel 
songs “say something” beyond the songs themselves—in “extending the provincial into the 
universal.” 
Contemporary reviews of the play critiqued Tambourines to Glory as being “slapped 
together,’ ‘cliche’, and ‘disgraceful’” –a play which “‘shifts carelessly from comedy to satire to 
melodrama’” (Rampersad 370). Still, other critics cite the failure of the play as having to do with 
the "inappropriate" and "incomprehensible" nature of Hughes' message, which failed to address 
"the civil rights struggle," particularly "during a time when the struggle for civil rights riveted the 
nation" (Hubbard and Hughes 254). Although the play was recommended as "an enjoyable 
evening for the realistically religious," its lukewarm review highlighted that "the meaning, the 
direction, and characters all seem to be working against each other"—a flaw which was 
attributed as much to the show's director, Nikos Psacharopoulos, as to Hughes.xxxviii In her 
1963 review of the play, critic Candace Womble noted that director, Nikos Psacharopoulos, 
perhaps lacked “enough ‘soul’ to steer this Langston Hughes novel into its most meaningful 
channels” (“Tambourines is Unique”). Specifically, Womble alludes to the fact that the play 
missed out on cultivating a black audience. 
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Hughes, in creating a work of black literature, intended that gospel capitalize on the 
popularity of the sound as signifier of blackness in the play. Gospel music was already accessible 
within black communities via the radio. Whereas "the gospel singing of Sanctified and Baptist 
storefront congregations" could be heard on mainstream radio as early as the 1920s, "these 
fifteen- and twenty-minute daily or weekly broadcasts proliferated during the 1940s and 1950s in 
response to the growth of postwar urban African American populations" (Maultsby 24). In the 
summer of 1940, Time magazine reported that Wings Over Jordan was heard on more than 100 
stations across the country, with an extended reach around the world via shortwave.xxxix Portia 
Maultsby notes that "as gospel music's audience grew by leaps and bounds during the 1950s, so 
did its programming on stations with an all-Black format. Birmingham's WEDR and Houston's 
KYOK, for example, featured two gospel music programs daily for two and three hours 
respectively" (25). By 1952, Sponsor magazine referred to the blues as well as gospel music as 
the "backbone of Negro radio" (Black Women and Music 95). Gospel music was also showcased 
on television programming targeted at black audiences. According to Eileen Southern, "by 1963 
gospel had acquired its own television show, 'T.V. Gospel Time,' which was broadcast every 
Sunday morning to sixty major cities of the nation" (Music of Black Americans 487). Hughes’s 
depiction of gospel was, in some ways, meant to cater to this growing consumer base. 
Among black churches, plays much like Tambourines, were performed in black churches 
at the time. Pageants (as they were advertised) were plays that dramatized historical events.xl 
They were designed to be “educational and inspirational" and offer a black perspective of 
events.xli Popular gospel pageants—such as Big Bethel A.M.E.'s annual presentation of Heaven 
Bound in Atlanta, Georgia—provided evidence of black church audiences' interest in using black 
church plays to showcase black morality. Sanders cites Heaven Bound (1931), as the first play to 
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“move from church to professional stage” in 1937 when it was performed at the Federal Theater. 
In addition, Hughes had debuted similar gospel plays among black audiences in social and 
political organizations, such as the NAACP. In addition to Tambourines, Hughes wrote four 
other gospel song-plays, including Black Nativity (1961), Gospel Glow/Gospel Glory, Master of 
Miracles (1962), Jericho-Jim Crow (1963), Prodigal Son (1965). Master of Miracles, which 
offers a dramatic ending with the gospel lyrics “NO MAN CAN HINDER YOU!,” signaled both 
the spiritual and political fight for freedom taking place in the South (Hubbard and Hughes 421). 
Jericho Jim-Crow, written after Tambourines, was staged for the Congress of Racial Equity 
(CORE), the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1963. Hughes dedicated the 
work to “the young people of all racial and religious backgrounds who are meeting, working, 
canvassing, petitioning, marching, picketing, sitting-in, singing and praying today to help make a 
better America for all” and donated the proceeds of the performance to benefit the freedom 
movement (Hubbard and Hughes 254). Earlier Hughes wrote a succession of gospel plays for 
predominantly black venues, such as the NAACP. 
However, Hughes’s adaptation of gospel as signifier on Broadway conflicted with its 
means of mediation. In other words, Hughes’s attempt to create literature for all people clashed 
with his aim of creating art that spoke to black audiences. For example, Hughes’ adaptation of 
the stories, Simple Speaks His Mind, for the stageplay Simply Heavenly (1957), debuted to 
lukewarm success as Hughes increasingly “became the hero of ‘a Broadway musical,’ rather than 
the distinctive voice of the ordinary man of Harlem” (Sanders, Gospel Plays 8). In 1950, Alice 
Childress adapted the same book for her play, Just a Little Simple. The “highly praised” 
production, which was sponsored by the United Public Workers of America for the benefit of the 
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Fund to End Discrimination in Federal Employment, was staged at Odd Fellows Auditorium in 
Washington, D.C. In “‘Also Own the Theatre,’” Sanders notes that Childress wrote to Hughes 
after seeing Simply Heavenly to say that she was “‘disturbed and bewildered” by the play 
(Sanders 6). In particular, Childress expressed dissatisfaction with the simplicity of Hughes’ 
characterization of black people in the North. Hughes’ response indicated that money was to 
blame since, to achieve his vision in the show, he would need “‘not only to write it—but produce 
it, direct it, and ACT in it all by one’s self— also own the theatre’” (Sanders, “Also Own” 6). As 
he had with Tambourines, Hughes would find it increasingly difficult to balance what he wanted 
to say with commercial mandates. 
The Tradition of Gospel on Broadway 
Gospel not only figured as a vexed symbol among black audience; it symbolized a 
contested terrain in white cultural productions as well. Tambourines represented a response to 
Broadway's fascination with black folk expression and white audiences' interest in seeing more 
gospel plays on Broadway. Black revues, which were popular in the 1920s, were so closely 
fashioned from "authentic" performances in Harlem nightclubs and local establishments that "in 
a sense, all of Harlem became a cabaret to white theatre audiences” (Sanders, “Also Own” 7). 
Since the turn of the century, Broadway musicals about black people were typically spaces 
designed to "cater to white audiences" and tended to generate "imitators" by those looking to 
profit from the commercial success of the shows. From the arrival of Shuffle Along in 1921, until 
the mid-1940s, black musicals proliferated on Broadway, including black adaptations of 
European classics, such as Carmen.xlii Hall Johnson’s Run Little Chillun’ (1933) was a direct 
response to The Green Pastures (1930)—a musical featuring the spirituals written by white 
playwright Marc Connelly. 
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Hughes’ first Broadway play, Mulatto, appeared on Broadway in 1935. The play was 
thought to signal a revision of “sympathetic stage portrayals of African Americans by such white 
writers as Paul Green, Marc Connelly, and Eugene O’Neill” (Sanders, Gospel Plays 2). In 1943, 
William Brewster’s From Auction Block to Glory had featured gospel music in a religious 
pageant. In 1959, producer Robert Blackwell staged the show Portraits in Bronze, credited as 
“the first gospel musical,” for the Cabaret Concert Theatre in New Orleans. 
However, typically these musicals were ones in which “a developed plot and developed 
characterizations were either secondary or nonexistent, and in which the songs were compiled, 
rather than composed specifically for the show” (Burdine 75). In other words, these were plays 
that utilized gospel music rather than plays that were about or developed around gospel music. 
In the depiction of the urban setting in contemporary revues, cabarets, black musicals, 
and black comedies, there was the sense that blacks were either a victim of the circumstances of 
white discrimination or prejudice or a “contradictory image of urban innocence”— unconnected 
to the issues of economy that characterized American modernity. In other words, the national 
project of narrating America also produced a rewriting of it in such a way that reinforces the 
stereotype of blacks as anti-modern: “Harlem has churches, libraries, dance halls, bars and 
cabarets, parks even, but no schools, and few workplaces” (Sanders, “Also Own” 8). In 1928, 
Wallace Thurman’s Negro Life in N.Y.’s Harlem, for example, depicted the “oxymoron” of the 
“urban primitive/primitive urbanite” (Sanders, “Also Own” 8). 
By the 1940s, gospel music was gaining popularity in cultural parlance through race 
films—featuring all-black casts and choirs—such as The Blood of Jesus (1941), featuring The 
Heavenly Choir, Cabin in the Sky (1943), featuring the Hall Johnson choir; Go Down Death! 
(1944), featuring the Heavenly Choir; and Going to Glory, Come to Jesus (1947), featuring the 
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Royal Gospel Choir. In 1959, producer Robert Blackwell staged the show Portraits in Bronze, 
credited as “the first gospel musical,” for the Cabaret Concert Theatre in New Orleans. However, 
typically these musicals were ones in which “a developed plot and developed characterizations 
were either secondary or nonexistent, and in which the songs were compiled, rather than 
composed specifically for the show” (Burdine 75). In other words, these were plays that utilized 
gospel music rather than plays that were about or developed around gospel music. And Hughes’s 
Tambourines would be the first “full-length gospel musical to play Broadway proper” (Burdine 
74). Although Broadway had seen gospel musicals, Tambourines sought to introduce a different 
form of black musical performances to the theater. 
Increasingly, Hughes’s popularity as an expert in black music was called upon among 
white audiences. In November 1961, Hughes was invited to "discuss the history of gospel music 
in America and the rebirth of its popularity" on a special program for CBS, "Look Up and Live." 
The program, which was produced on behalf of the Public Affairs Department of CBS News, 
represented a larger national interest, led by Present Kennedy, to expand cultural tolerance of 
difference in America. Hughes' weekly broadcast opportunity, for "T.V. Gospel Time," came 
after his involvement with the "Look Up and Live" program on CBS in 1961. In 1962, Hughes 
became host of the television show "T.V. Gospel Time," adding the legitimacy of the "black 
literari” to a show that was targeted to popular audiences of black gospel music. Hughes’s 
involvement in the television program was reported by the Pittsburgh Courier, a black 
newspaper, as the “first telecast which employs Negro actors and actresses exclusively in its 
commercials to appear in more than one city.” However, the article solidified that Hughes’s 
expertise of black culture was more remarkable for white audiences than black. 
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Notably, Hughes’s knowledge of gospel afforded him a certain amount of influence 
among white producers and in Hollywood. Hughes used the success of plays, such as Black 
Nativity, to argue for the recognition of black gospel singers as a "new asset to American 
Theatre" in publications, such as the Dramatists Bulletin. Hughes had written Black Nativity 
specifically for Alex Bradford, Marion Williams, and Princess Stewart in 1961 (Southern, Music 
of Black Americans 482). Black Nativity, which was initially titled "Wasn't That a Mighty Day," 
eventually toured internationally. The play “opened on December 11, 1961, at the 41st Street 
Theatre on Broadway, moved to the York Theatre on First Avenue at Sixty- fourth Street, and 
closed at the end of January only for lack of a theater” (Hubbard 353). Black Nativity went on to 
sell out at the Lincoln Center in 1962, was broadcast by ABC on national television on 
Christmas Eve in 1962 and was picked up for the Guild’s cross-country series in 1963. It was not 
until Hughes’ Black Nativity (1961) that gospel music would be “used in a full-fledged sense to 
score a book musical” (Burdine 74). In support of his claim their genius as “folk singers,” 
Hughes took note that gospel singers could “create improvisations that defy notation,” were 
“masters of drama,” and had an intuition about their art that came “naturally” (“Gospel 
Singers”). Seeing gospel artists as a “new and stimulating asset,” Hughes was interested in 
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promoting their success as artists in the commercial arena on Broadway as well as among the 
black intelligentsia (see fig. 2.2). 
 
Figure 2.2 Photographs from playbill, Tambourines to Glory, 1963. Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture. 
 
Hughes’ interest in staging Tambourines was both born out of his belief that it was a 
“good story” and his desire to showcase the genre of song before it became “so commercial” that 
black writers were no longer needed. Part of Hughes’ determination to get the play staged was 
derived from his fear that gospel music would become appropriated by white composers. As 
Hughes saw it, “There was a whole long period from The Green Pastures to Raisin in the Sun 
when it was most difficult to get a play about Negro life on the stage. When they did come along, 
they were written by whites. There were some very good Negro writers and composers around, 
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but they were disregarded” (Nichols). Hughes saw the gospel songs themselves as “another case 
in point.” As he explained it to the reporter for the Times, gospel songs “were around but now 
that they’ve gotten known commercially, they have non-Negro arrangers” (Nichols). Hughes 
wanted to demonstrate the value of having black theater that was written by black authors. 
In "The Gospel Musical and Its Place in the Black American Theatre" (1998), Warren 
Burdine reviews the status of black theatre in the U.S. The American Negro Theatre, founded in 
1940, would serve as a predecessor to black theatre companies in the 1960s, including NEC, 
New Federal Theatre, Richard Allen Center, AMAS Theatre Company, and Billy Holiday 
Theatre in Brooklyn. It is important to note that the theatre was a fixture of metropolitan areas—
something that may be significant to understanding Hughes's work. Although falsely defined as 
"commercially produced musicals and plays featuring predominantly black casts" (190), the 
black theatre was actually developed in the 1960s as a thought-driven, nonprofit arena for 
exploring the human condition. Gospel music, in particular, came to define theatre that was 
developed for and targeted to black audiences after the 1960s. In his study of black theatre, 
Charles Nero points out that the black female gospel- trained voice became synonymous with an 
"authentic" black voice in American popular imagination in the 1940s and 1950s. He writes, "it 
was Langston Hughes, along with his collaborators, who introduced gospel music and, in 
particular, the black female gospel- inflected voice as a signifier of blackness to the New York 
stage and to the musical comedy form” (Nero 72). Part of the contribution of black theater, for 
Hughes, was in its recording of black voices—not mediated through the white literary 
imagination. 
Specifically, Hughes used gospel to signify an aesthetic that was decidedly black. In his 
opening notes to the play, Hughes remarks that Tambourines “must have rhythm—as ‘John 
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Henry, ‘Casey Jones,’ ‘Stackolee,’ ‘Lord Randal,’ and Mack the Knife’ have rhythm” 
(Tambourines 281). Hughes (who would describe the music as “a mingling of ancient scripture 
and contemporary problems…projected with melodic intensity and rhythmic insistence”) was 
“drawn into the circle of oneness” represented by gospel music’s connection with the spirituals, 
the blues, and jazz (Hughes, “Gospel Singers”). Langston Hughes had been a part of the “artist 
enclave,” during the Harlem Renaissance, that had insisted and theorized upon viewing black 
performance as more than “mere entertainments” (Black Performance Theory 2). In “I’ve 
Wrestled With Them All My Life: Langston Hughes’ Tambourines to Glory,” Leslie Saunders 
writes, “In bringing the black church, and black religious music, to the stage, Hughes was, in his 
characteristic fashion, not only breaking new ground but also challenging white conventional 
depictions of black folk life” (64). However, Hughes wanted audiences to see the complexity 
within everyday life. 
Hughes promoted the play as an “‘entertaining slice of dramatic Negro life in Harlem’” 
with “‘no messages, no lectures, just theatre and good fun’” (Sanders, “Also Own” 11). Having 
become famous for his Simple columns in the Chicago Defender, Hughes was well aware of the 
theater’s willingness to “always reduce[]” the “poor Negro” to “simplicity” (Nichols 406). 
However, Hughes’s gospel plays fall within the trajectory of the European tradition of book-
oriented plays, including Shuffle Along (1921), Green Pastures (1930) and Run, Little Chillun 
(1933). Hughes’s “comic theatrical depictions of black life” was not without a keen “attention to 
its economy” and an analysis of the “community’s financial dealings” (“Also Own” 9-10). In 
Little Ham and Joy to My Soul, in which “the principal settings are workplaces” and “characters 
constantly refer to how they labour [sic],” Hughes demonstrated his interest in narrating the 
complex working lives of the black working class (Sanders, “Also Own” 9). In particular, in the 
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economy of the Harlem enclave, “the community’s financial dealings suggest[ ] that the black 
shyster is no more a marginalized labourer than the elevator operator, the cigarette vendor, or…a 
maid” (Sanders, “Also Own” 10). It is, in part, this interest in black working-class life that 
precipitates the action of his play, Tambourines to Glory. 
Negotiating Black Female Subjectivity 
In Tambourines, Hughes depicts the story of two women who are shaped by poverty and 
documents their attempts to escape it. Gospel, as a symbol in the play, is one tool with which the 
women resist and rewrite their economic narrative. Tambourines tells the story of two women, 
Essie and Laura, who go into business together to start a church in order to “save those lower 
down” than themselves (Tambourines 286). As the playbill announces, the “action of the play 
takes place in Harlem, New York City, some time in the past.” The play opens as Essie gets 
evicted from the apartment building where the two reside. The two women, branding themselves 
the Reed Sisters, begin recruiting members to their church on a street corner in Harlem. Laura, 
who first announces the idea, convinces Essie that the two can “save those lower down” than 
themselves. However, Laura does not always live up to that intention. The play’s humorous 
account of the misadventures of the women’s experiences in the church business is 
counterpointed by the other, darker side of urban life—punctuated by joblessness, domestic 
violence, and crime. Tambourines to Glory is ultimately a moral tale about “good versus evil, 
with “Big-Eyed Buddy Lomax” serving as both Laura’s love interest and the voice of the 
Devil.”xliii After killing Buddy, Laura goes to jail while Essie finds redemption through working 
to save her family and her community. The juxtaposition of Essie and Laura—between old and 
young, sinner and saint, crankiness and laughter— suggests the figurative continuum along 
which their identities exist and the constant possibility for change and evolution. In Hughes’s 
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play, gospel is a representation of both an ongoing performance and the break, a moment that 
calls attention to resistance and the revaluation of value in the text. 
Fred Moten’s In the Break: The Aesthetics of the Black Radical Tradition characterizes 
the literary image of black performance as an engagement “of value, of the theory of value, of 
the theories of value” (Moten 14). Borrowing from Gates’s theorization of signifying, Moten’s 
work positions the utterances of black music and writing—the “horn- voice-horn over 
percussion”—as a form of protest. Sound in African American literature evokes, what Moten 
calls, an “interminable songlike drag disrupting song”—reminding readers of the past and 
present that cuts across the text. This “break,” as Moten terms it, characterizes the space in which 
history may be productively re-read to account for the a- synchronous and antiphonal narratives 
of resistance. In other words, it is an opportunity— a moment of “invagination”—in which to 
examine the “resistance of the object.” This invagination or “rupture,” which includes both 
music and black speech, is not a distraction from but rather an invitation to the process of 
attuning our critical antennae to better hear issues of freedom, history, matriliny, and sound. 
As Moten argues, such representation(s) of black performances are more than “another 
scene of subjection too terrible to pass on,” but instead they constitute moments of 
(re)appropriation or (re)recording. For Moten, this prefigurative scene (which dates back to 
slavery and the performances of freedom) is found in Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life 
of Frederick Douglass (1845). Moten describes how Aunt Hagar’s scream in Douglass’s 
Narrative is particularly symbolic of the relationships of commodity/nonpersonhood and 
value/non-value in the text. At the center of the scene of her subjection (her whipping at the 
gate), is the recording (the evidence) of Hester’s humanity—in the form of a shriek. At once, the 
shriek is both the expression of Aunt Hester’s agony under brutality and her iterability as a 
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human being. As Moten writes, the scene represents “the story of how apparent nonvalue 
functions as a creator of value; it is also the story of how value animates what appears as 
nonvalue” (Moten 18). Moten invokes the scene as a precursor to this double-voiced nature that 
characterizes all black performances. 
Moten theorizes that the shriek becomes the point of origin—the line of “descent.” In his 
examination of the messages produced by the call and response of black performance(s), Fred 
Moten theorizes that Aunt Hester’s shriek at the gate (imagined in Douglass’s 1845 Narrative) 
serves as a “terribly beautiful music” which both responds to (and resists) her commodification 
by white Enlightenment thinkers and serves as a point of origin or “maternal mark” in 
Douglass’s later writing. This “trajectory of black performances” presents what Moten observes 
as a chance for re-engaging “the philosophy of the human being” (Moten 7). As Moten argues, 
all black performances rehearse (or bear the maternal mark of) the scene of Aunt Hester at the 
gate and of Douglass’s rewriting of that scene. Even for Saadiya Hartman, who decides not to 
recount Hester's beating, the reader is always aware of this scene in the background of her 
analysis such as that there is "the inevitability of such reproduction even in the denial of it." As 
Moten demonstrates, being material is (in essence) also a being maternal. In other words, as 
Moten clarifies, embedded within African American writing is a call to a preexisting 
performance—an ancestral or maternal precedent which the text reproduces. Through this scene, 
Moten highlights three significant concepts: that blackness is itself a performance, that black 
being is expressed through the black maternal, and that immateriality is tied to materiality. 
Black performance itself speaks to what he calls, the "performance of the object and the 
performance of humanity"—or, in other words, the scene of subjection of black objects and to 
the ability of the objects to interject in Western discourse. Douglass's text, further, represents an 
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intersection between the carry of Aunt Hester and his interposition of Marx. This "cut and carry" 
is what Moten refers to as an "encounter"—a term which is rooted in musicality. Through 
Hartman, Douglass, and Marx, Moten demonstrates that our access to the sounding commodity 
(whose "sound was already a recording") "is made possible by way of recordings." To 
understand the textual representations of performance—speech sounds that include hums, moans, 
and even gospel music—we must recognize them as part of an ongoing performance of 
contradiction, disruption and interposition. 
Gospel music, as an accompaniment to the play, reflects the contemporary narrative 
about "progressive" black female performance in two ways. First, it called attention to the 
seemingly confined spaces, particularly the sacred spaces in which—as Barbara Collins 
describes it—black women were confined in "all-Black rural communities and urban 
neighborhoods" (12-3). Secondly, gospel underscores the importance of popular signifiers (such 
as music) in naming—and thereby defining—black female consciousness. Not only does gospel 
music become key in expressing "a peculiar marginality that stimulated a distinctive Black 
women's perspective," but it is key to understanding alternative frequencies of resistance that 
existed in spite of (and in direct response to) traditional narratives (Collins 13). Through gospel, 
Hughes drew a connection between the female characters’ physical and metaphysical being. 
The setting of the play provides insight into the development of black womanhood. The 
women’s poverty is highlighted in the opening scene in which Essie is evicted. 
YOUTH: Lady, what happened to you? 
ESSIE: Evicted, that’s all. 
YOUTH: Damn! Ain’t that enough?  
ESSIE: No need to use profanity, son.  
YOUTH: Excuse me, ma’am. (As he exits he turns) But I still say, damn! 
WOMAN: (Stops and speaks kindly) Poor soul! Even though it is May, it’s not warm yet. 
I hope you don’t have to sit out here all night. 




The eviction that frames the opening, for example, is just one example of a familiar plight of the 
black working class—the constant threat of dispossession. Similar scenes of dispossession are 
represented in Hughes’ Angelo Herndon Jones (1935) as well as Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man 
(1952) (Colbert 137). While the social realities of eviction for blacks was one that has well been 
documented in African American literature, the scene focuses in on the specific vulnerability of 
public judgment.xliv The fact that Essie owns so little of value is meant to signal the connection 
that is drawn between her spiritual and material reality. Although the play does not detail Essie's 
belongings, it does mention that "her few belongings" are piled onto the curb. Later, the text 
refers to this material as a "small pile of furniture." As the scene demonstrates, Essie is the 
subject of each passersby's commentary and criticism. She is vulnerable to the social script that 
all who see her put upon her. As Laura comments on Essie's weakness: "You never do nothing 
but just set, like you're setting now—throwed out of your place yet setting looking peaceful" 
(286). The women’s physical location is symbolic of their social positionality as marginalized 
figures. 
Although Essie tries to define her station as simply “evicted,” she cannot escape the 
public perception of her cursed status. Whereas Essie identifies herself as “in the gutter,” Laura 
clarifies that the women are “on the curb—above the gutter (286). She demonstrates that she 
considers herself “dishonored in a generalized way,” labeling not only her situation but her 
identity as one of “bad luck.” Essie’s resignation that “all I can do…is ask the Lord to take my 
hand” is not enough for Laura who resolves to “raise hell” instead. In her flawed, modern 
interpretation of Booker T. Washington’s admonition to “cast down your buckets where you are” 
Laura persuades Essie to start where she is and “raise [her] fat disgusted self up" by her 
bootstraps (Tambourines 287). Essie and Laura’s decision to start a church is born of necessity: 
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“broke as we are, we better start a church” (287). Notably, gospel music figures not as a symbol 
of spirituality but of the economy of black communities. 
However, as the play evidences, the issues of spirituality and economy were not entirely 
unrelated; instead, these concepts were often co-determinative. In other words, part of defining 
selfhood was characterized by finding access to wealth. As Leslie Catherine Sanders points out 
in “Also Own the Theater,” “money forms a subtext” for Tambourines (“Also Own” 10). Poverty 
has forced Essie to leave her daughter, Marietta, behind in the south; as she remarks, the child 
has not lived with her for "two years hand-running since she was born" (287). As she notes, As 
Hughes understood, “in the economy of the ghetto, few women [would] have access to wealth” 
(Sanders, “I’ve Wrestled” 68). However, despite their lack of "public worth" or honor in their 
community in Harlem, set as a microcosm of the nation, both Essie and Laura gain value in their 
decision to become gospel musicians. The women admonish passersby to "pay your bill before 
your lights is turned off and your soul left in darkness" (290). It is revealing that one of the first 
actions that the women take is to rename themselves—the Reed Sisters. This act of naming 
represents their defiance of social death and characterizes their resistance against their 
misnaming. 
Although Laura identifies herself as "broke" and having "too many boyfriends," this is 
more a temporary condition than an immutable fact. By her own estimation, Laura "can rock a 
church as good as anybody"—a small, though sufficient, basis for her argument for parity with 
black men and those more successful than herself. And, unlike those around her who "drink 
without getting sick," "gamble away their rent," "lay with each other without getting disgusted—
no matter how many unwanted kids they produce," "blow gauge," and "support the dope trade," 
Laura sees herself as being in the distinguished position to serve. As she hopes to convince Essie, 
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they are qualified to "save them lower down" (286). But it's not only their interest in saving their 
community which motivates the women. It is clear that the two stand to make "money's mammy" 
with their church venture's success.  
Though Hughes believed that “all of [the characters] should be lovable, except Buddy,” he 
advised that the part of Laura be performed by “a compelling personality, one not merely pretty, 
but capable of projecting sunlight, laughter, easy-going summer, and careless love” 
(Tambourines 281). Meanwhile, Hughes directed that Essie be played by someone who could 
represent “the good old earth, solid, always there come sun or rain, laughter or tears, the eternal 
mother image” (281). Gloria, who leads the choir at Tambourine Temple, also sings at a 
nightclub. In the Roamer Club, whose motto is "When You Roam Away from Home, Roamer's 
is The Place to Roam," Gloria is introduced as "an old gospel songstress." In addition to 
capturing the attention of Big-Eyed Buddy Lomax, Gloria epitomizes the black female exotic 
whose "job is to sing" (Tambourines 319). It is this role, as performers, that constitutes the basis 
for the women’s renegotiation of value in the play. 
The women’s discovery of a tambourine, one of their few possessions, signifies a 
transitional moment in their identity. The play does not denote where Laura finds the 
tambourine. Instead, it appears—becoming a vehicle to the women's future. The fact that the 
tambourines also serve as a collection plate offers a thinly veiled metaphor for black women's 
expression to become a potential site for revolutionary and revolutionizing performance (294). 
The tambourines are figurative and literal symbols of commercial exchange. As the women 
"sell" their talents to the congregation, they collect money to support themselves and the church. 
Similarly, as the Laura and Essie gain popularity and attract audiences, they become valuable to 
television and radio stations who stand to profit from selling advertisements. Although obscured 
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within the text, these systems of exchange highlight their movement from dispossessed subjects 
to participants in a commercialized society. 
Gospel, as a figure of black women’s consciousness, is an extension of the blues 
tradition. The women, though they decide to open a church, are equally steeped in the blues 
tradition. Laura’s song, which she sings to Buddy, echoes the blues lyrics. The lyrics merge the 
two traditions: "Put those mean old blues in pawn/ Lover, love is on the way!" When she sings, 
"Oh, what blessings to receive!/ Oh, what joy I know is mine!," she appropriates lyrics from a 
sacred tradition to describe her relationship with her sexual partner rather than God (298).xlv 
Significantly, when Laura sings her song in front of the church congregation, there is no mention 
of her personal relationship's specificities. Instead, Laura abstracts her personal experience to 
relay this message: "Let me tell you one thing, church, I say—We all shall be free!" (339). 
Unlike in the blues, where a woman may reveal her intention to "Go home and put my man out if 
he don't treat me right," in gospel music, Laura only reveals that there will be a resolution that (in 
the end) will lead to freedom. 
While Essie carries a “pearl-handled switchblade” for protection, Laura demonstrates that 
she is not afraid to use it. In the opening scene, for example, Laura threatens her suitor with the 
switchblade after he alludes to going upstairs to her apartment: “I didn’t walk you all the way 
from Lenox Avenue to become a moving man, baby…I thought we was gonna finish that bottle 
upstairs” (Tambourines 285). Sounding much like a blues singer, Laura responds to the 
perceived (if not explicit) threat, “That’s the way I feel chump. If you don’t believe it—Essie 
lend me that old knife you always keep in your pocket” (285). Similar to the blues, the play 
addresses issues of domestic abuse and violence towards women—the turmoil of personal 
relationships—via the sexual relationship between Laura and Buddy. Buddy threatens Laura that 
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“I’ll slap the hell out of you” and “I’ll slug you right into your grave”— all of which were 
prefaced through the blues. 
The women's devaluation in the play reflects the historical conditions of oppression that, 
as scholars such as bell hooks have pointed out, can be traced to the role that the slaveholding 
system had in shaping black women's subjectivities in the United States post- slavery. In Ain’t I 
A Woman: Black Women and Feminism (1981), hooks argues that not only were black women 
forced to endure physical and sexual horrors, but they were early on identified as part of the 
"community economic system." Black women's bodies were used as a form of currency, both 
within the slave market system and within the relationships between black female slaves and 
white slave owners. The subsequent characteristics of black female subjectivity that have derived 
from the slaveholding tradition, including demoralization, poverty, nakedness, sexual 
exploitation, and defenselessness. Collins, in Black Feminist Thought, echoes hooks' analysis, 
adding that slavery "shaped all subsequent relationships that women of African descent had with 
Black American families and communities, with employers, and among one another" (6), and 
further clarifies that the "unjust situation" of black women's oppression may be characterized by 
three main concepts, including labor, political disenfranchisement, and ideological oppression. 
Neither woman is given the honor of a formal name by those who meet her; instead, their 
names vary from “lady,” “ma’am,” “poor soul,” “baby,” to “woman,” “chicks.” However, Laura 
turns this convention on its head--embracing the characterization “miss bitch” and appropriating 
the term as a marker of her success. “Mama, you hear me, don’t you? I’m gonna make a toast. A 
toast to your daughter, Laura. A toast—to Miss Bitch” Hughes (330). The women are pictured as 
alone, ousted, homeless, penniless, credit-less, destitute, poor, and pitiful. In Essie’s 
characterization of her own subjectivity, she remarks that she is “old” and “cranky” 
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(Tambourines 285). Whereas Essie identifies herself as “in the gutter,” Laura clarifies that the 
women are “on the curb—above the gutter (286). She demonstrates that she considers herself 
“dishonored in a generalized way,” labeling not only her situation but her identity as one of “bad 
luck.” In their roles as gospel singers and preachers, on a Lenox Avenue Corner, Essie and Laura 
interject themselves into the ongoing conversation (calling out "you talking over there" and "hey, 
you, boy" with a simple request: "Listen to Sister and me, folks, listen. We're the Reed Sisters, 
friends" (290). Yet, this is met with little attention from passersby; for example, Laura can be 
heard chiding one youth, "You young man laughing and about to pass on by. Stop! Stop and 
listen to my word" (290). The disregard of the women’s audience is meant to signify their 
position of non-value in the nation at large. 
However, gospel music performance affords the women an opportunity to redefine their 
identity in the play. Birdie Lee’s song follows her testimony of coming from “underneath the 
gutter” (316). In a society in which black women are offered little means of redemption or hope, 
Birdie’s song expounds on their ability to rewrite this narrative. In contradistinction to the social 
script of her delinquency and depravity, the gospel song offers an alternative perspective of “the 
truth” (317). In “I’m Gonna Testify,” Birdie testifies about taking ownership of her own story. 
Rather than a tale of victimization, Birdie narrates a story of victory. As Birdie has testified, she 
drank liquor before finding the church. But her song, “I’m gonna testify” signifies a new 
determination: “Sin has walked this world with me./ Thank God a-mighty, from sin I’m free!/ 
Evil laid across my way./ Thank God a-mighty, it’s a brand new day!” (317). As the songs of the 
play illustrate, the women go from seeing themselves as “broke” (perhaps meaning socially 
defeated as much as financially in peril) to “valiant hearted souls/ That are not afraid to die” 
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(339). By the end of the play, the women are seen rejoicing not only in their salvation but also in 
their good fortune as preachers and singers. 
It is not only through gospel lyrics but it is through their role as singing preachers that 
Essie and Laura are equipped to redefine their identities. In The African American Theatrical 
Body: Reception, Performance, and the Stage (2011), Soyica Diggs Colbert argues that 
Tambourines parodies “the mid-century black storefront church…while debasing the subject” 
(127).xlvi In other words, although Hughes tackles the subject of the black church, the play 
simultaneously underscores the ways in which Hughes sought to critique it. Colbert posits, “the 
play ridicules social mandates for respectability that were particularly restrictive for women and 
counters the shame associated with poverty” (127). By positioning Essie and Laura as the main 
protagonists of the play, audiences are invited to sympathize with their plight. Essie and Laura 
avoid the shame that would typically accompany “the categorization of their behavior as 
inappropriate and worthy of scorn” through their role as singing preachers (138, emphasis mine). 
By casting the women as preachers, Hughes upends the normative role of women in the black 
church—as singers, cooks, wives, and church secretaries. Colbert calls attention to the sermon as 
a “progressive social performance” in Hughes’s play that offers a disruption of the preacherly 
form by casting black female actors in the play (123).xlvii Ultimately, as Colbert concludes, it is 
partly the "break between character and actor" (126) and the fact that "in 1963, the U.S. could 
not provide a space to hold the black nomadic movement of the preacherly form" (127) that 
account for the poor commercial reception of the play. It is not only that the women’s “job” as 
singing preachers allows them to divest from a characterization of shame, but rather it is that 
Hughes invites audiences to see the women’s redemption within their poor choices, 
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vulnerabilities, and character flaws. The symbol of their trickery—gospel singing—is the same 
symbol of their resistance. 
Conclusion 
Although the play represented a commercial failure for Hughes, the commercial 
exchange of value for black women in the play was far more successful. More than just a play 
with music, as Hughes had predicted, gospel was a signal of a figurative shriek by which to re-
imagine the “scene of subjection” at the heart of the play. Gospel music is part of a nexus of 
signs that exist in the text as an accompaniment to its literary structures. These signs, taken 
together, establish what comes to be established as a characterization of stereotype in the literary 




CHAPTER THREE: “CAN I GET A WITNESS?”: ON BLACK FEMALE BEING AND 
UNBECOMING IN MAYA ANGELOU’S I KNOW WHY THE CAGED BIRD SINGS
 
I want to be ready I want to be ready I want to be ready 
Walk in Jerusalem just like John. 
—Mt. Ramah Primitive Baptist Associationxlviii 
In Singin’ and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christmas (1976), there is a scene in 
which Maya Angelou describes witnessing a performance at church. It is a boisterous 
atmosphere in which the melodies appear to be “pushed up by the clapping hands, kept aloft by 
the shaking shoulders” (Angelou). As the choir sings “I want to be ready/ To walk in Jerusalem, 
just like John,” Angelou is reminded of the song “Dem Bones” and the “mimicry of the Negro 
accent” that the song employs. The performance of gospel music in the scene is accompanied by 
“polyrhythmic hand-clapping,” feet tapping, “emotional possession,” and “screams, shouts, and 
field hollers” (Singin’ and Swingin’ 38). As Angelou acknowledges, it is the “legend which said 
that will and faith caused a dismembered skeleton, dry on the desert floor, to knit back together 
and walk” that captures her imagination.xlix Although Angelou’s narrator makes no connection 
between John and her own “dismembered skeleton” or desire to be “knit back together,” there is 
some need which drives Angelou back to the church in anticipation of giving herself “to the 
spirit” and dancing her “way to the pulpit” each month (43). Angelou’s character, in her 
enactment of the song, becomes “loose,” “lifted,” and out of control: “I would rise from my seat 
and dance like a puppet, up and down the aisles” (38). The performance is more than ornamental; 
for Angelou, it is significant and constitutive. It functions as an anchor when she finds herself 
trapped in the “restrictive white world” of her husband (109). 
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Maya is married to Tosh who, although “intelligent, kind, and reliable,” believes that 
there is no God (Singin’ and Swingin’ 36).l Maya describes herself as “a child of God who 
existed by also the wife of a husband who was angered at my belief” (37). Tosh’s insistence that 
Maya conform to his beliefs creates a strain on her to retain the parts of herself that Tosh desires 
to stamp out. His intrusion in her thoughts, her belief, and his denial of her community create a 
necessity for Maya to remember and to reconnect with her identity. One of the ways that 
Angelou creates a space for herself, outside of Tosh's restrictions, is to take a "secret crawl 
through neighborhood churches" (37). The fact that Angelou has to lie and "steal away" to the 
church without Tosh's consent is a testament to Angelou's "bonds"— which become a symbolic 
reminder of the conditions of slavery that precipitated the necessity for black religion.li Angelou 
alludes to this conclusion, noting, "I tucked away the memory of my great-grandmother…Her 
owner wouldn't allow his Negroes to worship God" (37). The church, significantly, becomes the 
representative space in which Maya (re)creates her own vision of herself as well as finds her own 
means of expression. 
In this chapter, I examine gospel music performance as one strategy by which Angelou 
assembles and disassembles identity in her autobiography. I interrogate Angelou's use of gospel 
performance in the text as a literary technique—one that lends to the resistance of a stabilized 
image of black female identity. Contrary to Walker's theorization of gospel music in Caged Bird 
as an example of "subtle resistance" which offers "limited victories" in comparison to "the 
outright victory of active protest," I suggest that gospel music constitutes a foundation upon 
which Angelou builds a case for re-embodying black womanhood (Walker 100). Extending 
gospel music's meaning as a musicological construct, I argue that gospel (as a narrative device of 
self-revelation) suggests Angelou's expression of universality and individuality as well as 
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resistance to fulfilling a representational ideal. For my study, Ashon Crawley’s theorization 
invites me to consider: how might seemingly disconnected religious practices be re-imagined as 
a signal to identity in the text? How might religious practice be understood in relation to the 
performance of blackness and black womanhood? Specifically, how might black religious ritual 
aesthetics be understood as a response to the challenge of self-writing for Angelou? 
Embodying Modern Black Womanhood 
Maya’s marriage to Tosh establishes an informing critical context for the meaning that 
she finds in gospel music. Maya notes, “The spirituals and gospel songs were sweeter than sugar. 
I wanted to keep my mouth full of them and the sounds of my people singing fell like sweet oil 
in my ears” (Singin’ and Swingin' 38). To exist in Tosh's world is to give up everything that she 
was before him, to be the "beautiful" but abject canvas for his desire. 
Maya realizes the two possibilities of her identity—one defined by the white gaze and the other 
handed down to her by her ancestors. Gospel and the spirituals, which Angelou lumps together, 
represent her attempt to hold on to her heritage which she fears is being stripped away. She 
notes, "After each service I would join the church, adding my maiden name to the roster in an 
attempt to repay the preacher and parishioners for the joyful experience," but Maya's life is not 
destined for church membership. She can only sneak away from Tosh one Sunday a month, and 
she must be careful not to attend the same church each time. 
In her church crawls, Angelou regains both a sense of community and a re- embodiment 
of self. As epitomized in Singin’ and Swingin’, gospel performance is an essential facet of 
Angelou's being, of her lived existence. The church, significantly, becomes the representative 
space in which Maya (re)creates her own vision of herself and finds her own means of 
expression. When her son, Guy, seems repulsed by the singing and preaching, she instructs him 
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to "think of the sermon as a poem and the singing as great music" (Singin’ and Swingin’ 17). 
Shouting, likewise, marks one space where the fragmentation of self—or the crisis of identity—
is exposed in the narrative. The "loss of control" which Angelou experiences in her everyday 
world is transformed, in the logic of gospel, into a space in which she is reconnected with herself 
(McMurry 107). 
For Angelou, as well as for black women gospel performers, “music contributes to the 
social formations of gender—despite, or even by means of, its commercial mediation” (McClary 
404). In “Reshaping a Discipline: Musicology and Feminism in the 1990s,” Susan McClary calls 
attention to the “nexus between seemingly abstract procedures and hands, feet, lungs, and sites of 
erotic pleasure …break[ing] open the barrier that has blocked listeners/performers 
methodologically from their own responses” ( McClary 417). McClary notes that “[music’s] 
patterns offer invaluable insight into how the body is understood, how emotions are experienced, 
how gender is organized” (419). The “erotic body” and its embodiment in black music (from ring 
shouts, to blues, to gospel) serves to reconcile black America’s relationship to their own black 
selves/bodies as it functions to iterate or underscore the dynamics of race in America 
(Pinkerton). 
Gospel music does not only signify a compilation of words or even words written over 
music, but it signifies an expression of the black female body. Tara Hembrough argues that 
Angelou’s autobiography fits among a “literary genealogy of African-American women who 
problematize and recompose the body politic” (165). Hembrough acknowledges that writing 
plays a role in the survival and the re-embodiment of Angelou and other black women 
autobiographers. The reasons for this “recomposure” can be traced back to slavery. Since black 
women were viewed as property, their identity was defined by their bodies. The need for black 
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women writing autobiography to reclaim or re-embody their own bodies as a “restorative act” is 
paramount, therefore (Hembrough 165). Black women are not merely writing themselves out of 
the cage of blackness but also out of the cage that “has equated them with their physicality and 
defined them according to their sexual status” (Hembrough 165). As an extension of the black 
female body, gospel communicates not only the message of black female identity but also 
something about the manner in which it is configured. 
Not only does gospel bear witness to Angelou’s double-consciousness but the dancing is 
also a performance of “fragmentation” and a redefinition of self. Spiritual dancing is a social 
expression of reclaiming the black female body. As Albert Murray suggests, dancing (or 
shouting as it was called in the church) was in contrast to “secular dancing” in which “the 
weaknesses of the flesh are indulged to the ruination of the mind and body and eternal damnation 
of the soul” (Stompin’ 23). In particular, shouting was incorporated in Pentecostal church 
denominations. In particular, for communities of black people, the significance of dancing is 
juxtaposed against the context of migration—and the process(es) by which black migrants 
adjusted to a new way of living. The frenetic energy of the church services, as Ellison theorizes, 
was one of the ways that migrants responded to the psycho-social trauma of the North. In Ralph 
Ellison's essay, "Richard Wright's Blues," he describes migration as shattering the "wholeness 
of…folk consciousness" (131). Ellison attributes the "physical character" of black expression to 
the social condition of American racism—which renders black people unable to express their 
growth in intellectual form. Describing what he calls the “reverse cataleptic trance” of blackness, 
Ellison describes shouting as a practice in which, “instead of his consciousness being lucid to the 
reality around it while the body is rigid, here it is the body which is alert, reacting to pressures 
which the constricting forces of Jim Crow block off from the transforming, concept-creating 
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activity of the brain” (Ellison 139). As Ellison makes clear, gospel music was as much an 
embodiment of social chaos and turmoil as it was an interpretive medium for those responses. 
Dancing in the church signifies a continuation of what Jayna Brown identifies as the 
performances of modernity performed by black women dancers in modern entertainment. As 
Jayna Brown theorizes, modern dance highlights an “ephemerality of sound” that resists 
legitimacy (5). This “ephemerality” resists “thinking of the variety or ‘legitimate’ stage as the 
place these forms needed to pass through in order to learn legitimacy” (5). Specifically, as 
Brown highlights, the fact that such “cultural forms traveled in and between the streets, the club 
and cabaret, the stage” (5) points to underlying questions about the challenge of boundaries and 
space (see fig. 3.1). Brown imagines "race and place in the modernizing world" as "sensorial 
phenomena, negotiated by bodies in motion" (16). As she argues, the "fragmentation of the body 
occurs as a trope for the experience of modernity" (Brown 16). Gospel music was a formula that 
ingrained in people a new way of thinking, of looking at themselves and their environment. 
Ultimately, the concept of ephemerality suggests “malleable strategies.” These strategies allowed 
for the fluctuating contexts of black womanhood. 
Since 1915, when Ziegfeld “inaugurated the first modern cabaret revue in the Midnight 
Frolic atop the New Amsterdam Theatre,” black women had become increasingly successful as 
chorus girls in cabaret shows. The Cotton Club, for example, was “established in 1923 as a place 
where well-heeled white audiences could venture ‘uptown’—in those days, a code word for the 
neighborhoods above 110th Street” (Wald 36). Once there, white audiences were exposed to 
revues, often featuring black chorus women, which would “service the fantasies and desires of 
adult men and women” (Erenberg 114). Erenberg describes that “the chorus girls entered in full-
length gowns, showing that they were ladies, and then proceeded to remove their dresses and 
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dance about in tight-fitting underdresses” (Steppin’ Out 219). The success of these shows 
launched the careers of entertainers, such as Josephine Baker, who epitomized the “archetypal 
symbol of the black flapper and international Exotique” (Bogle 51). As Brown writes: “Dance 
was the lexicon reflecting the dialectic process of modern transformation: the modern body 
continually reinventing itself, in and against its environment, at the same time as the environment 
made its claims upon the body…In dances of the modern age, ‘The body is rethought as an 
assemblage of parts…The movements most expressive of modernity incarnate fragmentation, 
repetition and velocity into the human figure, but the figure is only a synecdoche, the new 
ground from which they sprang a shifting terrain” (16). These movements were evidenced in 
dances, such as the Charleston and the Lindy Hop. 
 
Figure 3.1. Josephine Baker in La Revue Des Revues, 1927. Directed by Joe Francis. IMDB 
(Internet Movie Database).lii 
 
Dancing in the church was, similarly, an expression of modern black performance. In 
particular, as Ashon Crawley argues in Blackpentecostal Breath: The Aesthetics of Possibility 
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(2017) such religious performances or aesthetic practices (including breath, shouting, noise, and 
speaking in tongues) enact alternate possibilities of being. Aesthetic productions, such as 
breathing, produce—what Crawley theorizes as—“an excess written into the writing, an excess 
about desiring for the reader to understand something about the peculiar—the peculiarly 
violent—institution [of slavery]” (33). In other words, as opposed to arbitrary details, the 
performances of religion in the literary text must be read as intentional markers of meaning. 
Crawley, for example, links performances of breath to "narratives of escape" where "for the 
reader, air, breath, and breathing were produced as aesthetic performance, announcing one's 
existence in the world…one's ongoing displacement and movement…producing critical 
disruption into the world of our normative inhabitation" (35). Narrative acts, such as breathing, 
produce breadcrumbs (so to speak) that help readers to reenact something more than the words 
written on the page, then. They affect a mode of empathy, understanding, and resonance that 
must be reproduced by the reader. 
Other aesthetic practices, such as shouting, combine choreography/dance and sound to 
produce a “choreosonic” state of being—one that is characterized by its synchronicity with and 
against its surroundings. The Blackpentecostal church itself, as Crawley imagines it, is one that 
is positioned against “the world” as a stance of “radical alterity” (87). The “saints” in the black 
church are figuratively symbols for a “violent and violative expulsion” (89). And the 
performance of shouting, then, is one in which performers demonstrate “the oppositional force” 
that characterizes blackness (93). As Crawley writes, shouts constitute “the itineraries for the 
lines of force animating an architectonics of resistance; they perform protocols of movement that 
always counter and intuit; they are intentionally agitational and nuanced" (96). Shouting, like 
breathing, is a practice that must be understood in relation to the world in which it exists—a 
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world that for so long has denied black bodies the possibilities of either being or belonging. 
Understood in context, then, shouting is metonymic for a system of expression that denounces or 
resists the dishonor and social death ascribed to black being. 
Structure as Metaphor 
To undertake a critical analysis of Angelou's engagement with aesthetic productions, we 
must begin at an unraveling of the use of structure as a vehicle of narrative meaning in the text. 
Pierre Walker emphasizes the importance of understanding form as an “important political tool” 
in Angelou’s writing. The "organic unity" and "literary language" at work in the text are not only 
a product of the demands of New Criticism which was at its height in the 1960s when the book 
was written but it is a direct response to the challenge posed by Angelou's editor, Robert Loomis, 
that Angelou craft a work of "literary autobiography" (Walker 91). As Angelou writes, 
"'He…said that to write an autobiography—as literature— is almost impossible. I said right then 
I'd do it'" (Walker 91). In addition to Caged Bird, Angelou wrote six other autobiographies in her 
literary career: Gather Together in My Name (1974); Singin' and Swingin' and Gettin' Merry 
Like Christmas (1976); The Heart of a Woman (1981); All God's Children Need Traveling Shoes 
(1986); A Song Flung Up to Heaven (2002); Mom & Me & Mom (2013). 
Scholarly studies of her autobiographical series, particularly in works such as Mary Jane 
Lupton’s Maya Angelou: A Critical Companion (1998), call attention to the novelistic qualities 
of Angelou’s texts and Susan Gilbert’s “Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings: 
Paths to Escape” (1987), George Kent’s “Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 
and Black Autobiographical Tradition” (1975) and Selwyn Cudjoe’s “Maya Angelou and the 
Autobiographical Statement” (1983) demonstrate Angelou’s indebtedness to a longer heritage of 
black autobiography. The term autobiographical novel not only credits both of these traditions as 
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equally significant to her writing but it calls attention to the autobiographical and fictional traits 
that characterize Caged Bird. 
Early black female autobiographers demonstrated similar techniques in their coming- to-
text. In Black Women Writing Autobiography: A Tradition within a Tradition (1989), Joanne 
Braxton describes the autobiographical tradition as one “rooted not only in literary models, but 
also in the oral tradition of spiritual narrative and bearing witness, in traditions of protest, in 
work song and blues, in Anglo-European aesthetic and linguistic models, and in rich and subtle 
variations of diverse and creolized origin” (128). In black women writers’ autobiographical 
tradition, including Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (Harriet Jacobs), Behind the Scenes, or 
Thirty Years a Slave and Four Years in the White House (Elizabeth Keckley), Anna Julia 
Cooper’s A Voice from the South (1892), and Ida Wells Barnett’s Crusade for Justice (1970), 
“the vernacular records the ‘hidden transcripts’ that mark the site(s) of resistance in a specific 
cultural sphere” (Bassard 18). As Bassard argues in “Gender and Genre,” “black women’s 
coming-to-text [in the autobiographical tradition] is a sign of social and political struggle, a 
struggle which involves the recognition of a continuum of relationships among writer, text, and 
her or his redefinition of the writerly self” (“Gender and Genre” 128). For black women 
autobiographers, in particular, “their views about themselves as writers and the purposes of their 
written texts reflect a broad range of positions vis-à-vis literacy, and even language itself” (120). 
In other words, for early black female autobiographers, there is a particular emphasis on literary 
language as a reflection of the writer’s consciousness of self. 
While written in the twentieth century, Angelou’s autobiographical novel extends the 
lineage of early nineteenth-century black women writers. Johnnie Stover’s scholarship, in 
Rhetoric and Resistance in Black Women’s Autobiography (2003), addresses the “unique series 
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of communicative techniques" found in African American autobiography that she calls a "mother 
tongue" which suggest the autobiographers' "subversive approach to communication" (6). These 
literary devices are constructive in the re-making of the black female image in the literary text. 
Quoting Karla Holloway, Stover notes that "When African American women writers 
'imaginatively engage this English language in their text[s], the socio-cultural history in these 
words requires the process of revision…Ownership of the creative word means making these 
words work in cultural and gendered ways that undermine the hegemony of the West" (72). For 
example, of Harriet Wilson’s autobiographical novel, Stover argues, “Her mother tongue 
techniques of blurring of narrative styles, merging literary forms (fiction and nonfiction), and 
using a variety of literary genres (sentimental, gothic, and slave narratives) are all characteristic 
of Wilson’s reflection of the African American woman resisting the oppressions that weighed 
upon her…” (9). These early examples of black female autobiography offer an important subtext 
for Angelou’s autobiographical writing. 
Throughout her autobiographical series, Angelou foregrounds the black community's 
complicated relationship to black religious expression and the questions that arise over how 
history can and should influence the present. In All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes 
(1986), for example, she contemplates the role of gospel music among the black revolutionaries 
transplanted in Accra, Ghana, where she works for a time as an administrative assistant at the 
local university during the 1960s. Drawing from Stephen Butterfield’s analysis of the black 
autobiographical tradition, James Saunders points out that Angelou’s autobiographical series 
evidences the same emphases on “resistance,” the “denial of the then existing caste system,” the 
“struggle for education,” and “physical movement between geographical regions” that earlier 
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autobiographies had demonstrated (1-2). Although gospel figures in Angelou’s memories of her 
childhood, the music remains a complex and vexed symbol for Angelou. 
Angelou uses the black church setting and gospel music to frame the community from 
which her voice has been shaped. The use of gospel music as a symbol in Angelou’s writing 
reflects her own philosophy towards documenting and preserving black communities. As she 
writes, “If we were a people much given to revealing secrets, we might raise monuments and 
sacrifice to the memories of our poets, but slavery cured us of that weakness. It may be enough, 
however, to have it said that we survive in exact relationship to the dedication of our poets 
(include preachers, musicians, and blues singers)” (I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 184). 
Lupton notes that “the emphasis on collectivity is especially relevant to I Know Why the Caged 
Bird Sings, with its church gatherings and its communal bonding” (44). In her study of 
Angelou’s series of autobiographies, Francois Lionnet, in “Con Artists and Storytellers Maya 
Angelou’s Problematic Sense of Audience” (1989), writes of the role that the black religious 
tradition plays in the author’s narrative sensibility: “The movement back and forth between 
religion and literature is dialectical only in appearance, for in both traditions she manages to 
extract the means of communication, the techniques of storytelling, which help her to learn and 
refine her craft as a writer” (154). Angelou’s sense of gospel music, as a cultural form, signals a 
narrative device that is both contextual and structural. 
The cage which symbolically frames Angelou’s autobiography, I Know Why the Caged 
Bird Sings (1969), represents both Angelou’s connection to her past and the possibility of 
overcoming it. Inspired by Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poem, “Sympathy,” the title of Caged Bird 
conveys the metaphor which sets a precedent for the entire narrative—the cage. The cage serves 
as a metaphor "which conceals and denies her true nature" (McMurry 107). The cage, which 
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might also be described as "double-consciousness," is what connects Maya to her community as 
well as what sends her in search of a better way of living in this series of episodes which make 
up her autobiographical narrative. Black women are not merely writing themselves out of the 
cage of blackness but also out of the cage that “has equated them with their physicality and 
defined them according to their sexual status” (Hembrough 165). The trope of the cage, as 
Brown might put it, “houses the relationship between the potentially lethal and potentially 
freeing effects of progress” (16). Angelou’s autobiography bridges this divide through its use of 
gospel. 
Gospel represents one form of Angelou’s connection with the tradition of black writers. 
In her critical analysis of Angelou’s autobiographical writing, Mary Jane Lupton clarifies: “From 
the first moments of Caged Bird, [Angelou] establishes communication with earlier African 
American art forms: with the poetry of James Weldon Johnson; with the Negro spiritual; with the 
slave narratives of Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs (Linda Brent)” (53). The use of gospel 
music in Angelou’s writing frames her entire coming-to-text; it symbolizes a purposeful 
placement in the text as a metaphorization of sounds, people, and entire communities. In Singin’ 
and Swingin’ and Gettin’ Merry Like Christmas (1976), Maya Angelou describes those who 
would come in “after church services to listen to the Reverend Joe May’s sermons on 78 rpm 
records” (Singin’ 12). As she describes: “Large, corseted women gathered around the record 
players, their bosoms bloated with religious fervor, while their dark-suited husbands leaned into 
the music, faces blank in surrender to the spirit, their black and brown fingers restive on clutched 
Bibles” (Singin’ 12). In another instance, in Caged Bird, Angelou recalls a picnic in the clearing 
where “On one corner of the clearing a gospel group was rehearsing. Their harmony, packed as 
tight as sardines, floated over the music of the country singers and melted into the songs of the 
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small children’s ring games” (139). Allusions to performances, such as the gospel quartet, 
demonstrate Angelou’s familiarity with gospel and her attempts to use the figure as a symbol in 
literature. 
Born Marguerite Annie Johnson (after her paternal grandmother, Annie Henderson), 
Maya Angelou discovers her world primarily in response to the women around her. Angelou, 
who grows up in Arkansas with her grandmother, recalls the influence of gospel hymns in the 
Methodist Episcopal church in Stamps, Arkansas. Gospel music, in the text, underscores a 
discourse of black women’s value—both in the economy of the black community and in the 
white patriarchal and racist system. In an interview with Claudia Tate, Angelou comments on 
how the church reveals the “predominant” role that black women play within their communities. 
Unlike the cult of true womanhood, which suggests that women must be kept in certain social 
positions, Angelou contrasts black women who “have never been told this” (Black Women 
Writers at Work 8). As she argues, “The people who have historically been heads of institutions 
in black communities have never said to black women—and they, too, are fathers, husbands, 
brothers, their sons, nephews and uncles—‘We don’t need you in our institutions’” (8). Thus, 
Angelou’s narration is (in some ways) a celebration of her community. 
Angelou's emphasis on black female models is precipitated, in part, by her early 
separation from her mother. Sent to live with her paternal grandmother at the age of three, 
Angelou imagines that her mother is dead. She writes, “I could cry anytime I wanted by picturing 
my mother (I didn’t quite know what she looked like) lying in her coffin…The face was brown, 
like a big O, and since I couldn’t fill in the features I printed M O T H E R across the O, and 
tears would fall down my cheeks like warm milk” (Caged Bird 52). When Angelou is finally 
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sent to live with her mother (and her maternal relatives) in St. Louis, her estrangement is only 
further solidified: 
My mother’s beauty literally assailed me. Her red lips (Momma said it was a sin to wear 
lipstick) split to show even white teeth and her fresh-butter color looked see- through 
clean. Her smile widened her mouth beyond her cheeks beyond her ears and seemingly 
through the walls to the street outside. I was struck dumb. I knew immediately why she 
had sent me away. She was too beautiful to have children. (60). 
 
The voices of the women in the church appear in Angelou’s literary imagination of her 
childhood. These are encouraging women who uplift Maya when she forgets her Easter speech. 
As she recalls: “Dimly, somewhere over my head, I heard ladies saying, ‘Lord bless the child,’ 
and ‘Praise God’” (Caged Bird 3). They are women who, like Momma and Mrs. Flowers, are not 
too busy to help a neighbor or to help raise the children in the community. In her analysis of 
Angelou’s autobiography, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969), Joanne Braxton writes: 
“Maya Angelou’s celebration of self derives essentially from her celebration of the black women 
who nurture her. She reveres not only the qualities of the individual women but also the tradition 
in which they participated and the way in which they prepared her, as best they could, to cope 
with the realities of being black and female (“Song of Transcendence” 198). In Caged Bird, 
which recounts her earliest memories, Angelou establishes an aesthetic that foregrounds black 
women's lives, such as “the missionary ladies of the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church.” 
These women lead in the domestic sphere by helping “Momma prepare the pork for sausage. 
They squeezed their fat arms elbow deep in the ground meat, mixed it with gray nose-opening 
sage, pepper and salt, and made tasty little samples for all obedient children who brought wood 
for the slick black stove” (CB 24). The “old ladies” and “the mothers of the church” are central 
in Angelou’s life and are signal to the strategy by which she rejects “historically diminishing 
images of self-imposed by the dominant culture” and creates an “alternative [self] constructed 
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from positive (and more authentic) images” (McKay 175). Specifically, these reenactments of 
mothering serve to construct an environment in which Angelou is birthed early-on into 
womanhood. 
As Caged Bird makes clear, womanhood signifies not only an expression of gender 
construction, but it also constitutes a purposeful self-naming. Angelou’s depiction of her body 
inside the church is one way that she works to reclaim her body from the racist and sexist 
“meanings that hegemonic white cultures have assigned to her body” (Vermillion 244). In an 
interview with Claudia Tate, Angelou points out that “image making is very important for every 
human being” but especially so for black American women. She notes that black women “need 
to see Frances Harper, Sojourner Truth, Fannie Lou Hamer, women of our heritage” (Tate 146). 
The women in the narrative serve as mirrors that helps Angelou construct a portrait of herself. 
Angelou, who has endured the brutality of rape, not only chooses to re-write her body in a 
"positive self-image" but specifically, she chooses to re- embody her image through the 
lens/sound of the "sacred space" of the church. Vermillion argues that "The woman who records 
her own rape must…reclaim her body" (244). Having endured the brutality of rape and 
subsequently losing her ability to speak, Angelou must re- learn her language, which is supplied 
partly through her black church experiences. 
Importantly, all of these episodes help to advance Angelou's sense of selfhood in the text. 
They are the call to which her own narrative voice responds. Joanne Braxton writes, "Maya 
Angelou's celebration of self derives essentially from her celebration of the black women who 
nurture her. She reveres not only the qualities of the individual women but also the tradition in 
which they participated and the way in which they prepared her, as best they could, to cope with 
the realities of being black and female” (Black Women Writing Autobiography 198). In the black 
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community in which Maya is raised, Angelou demonstrates that black womanhood is neither 
monolithic nor originary (to borrow Moten’s term). 
Re-Locating the Self 
In Caged Bird, the community Maya shares with Mrs. Flowers leads her to locate her 
individual voice. Mrs. Flowers coaxes Maya to begin speaking after her self-imposed muteness 
following her rape in St. Louis. In her reading sessions with Mrs. Flowers, Angelou develops an 
appreciation of literary language, particularly as interpreted through the inflection of a black 
female voice like her own. Taking the time and interest to cultivate personally young Maya's 
love of the spoken word, Mrs. Flowers is acknowledged as "one of the few gentlewomen" 
Angelou will ever meet and as the person who threw Angelou her "first life line” (93). Angelou 
writes: “Her voice slid in and curved down through and over the words. She was nearly singing. 
I wanted to look at the pages. Were they the same that I had read? Or were there notes, music, 
lined on the pages, as in a hymn book?” (CB 100). In her analysis of the narrative, Francoise 
Lionnet interprets this scene as one in which “Maya’s readings with Mrs. Flowers allow her to 
lose herself and merge with a community of others” (153).liii The metaphor of gospel, via the 
hymn book, again helps to structure Angelou's memory of black women's voice in the text as 
well as her own. 
Although young Maya is in awe of Mrs. Flowers' peculiarity in the small town of Stamps, 
Arkansas, she finds refuge in Mrs. Flowers' home. Mrs. Flowers coaxes Angelou to begin 
speaking after her self-imposed muteness following the murder of Mr. Freeman in St. Louis. 
Although Angelou is already an avid reader, Mrs. Flowers encourages her to read aloud, 
convincing Angelou that "words mean more than what is set down on paper. It takes the human 
voice to infuse them with the shades of deeper meaning" (CB 98). In the private sanctum of Mrs. 
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Flowers’s parlor room, complete with tea cookies and cold lemonade, Angelou not only 
cultivates her appreciation for the spoken word, but she develops a new appreciation for herself 
(99). She writes, “I was liked, and what a difference it made. I was respected not as Mrs. 
Henderson’s grandchild or Bailey’s sister but for just being Marguerite Johnson” (101). 
Angelou’s depiction of Mrs. Flowers not only serves to reaffirm her own value but her character 
serves as a bridge between the world of literature (which she shares with Maya) and the world of 
the church (which she shares with Mama). It is not until Angelou grows older that she fully 
appreciates the continuum of black womanhood that unites her grandmother and Mrs. Flowers. 
She writes of Momma's relationship with Mrs. Flowers, "It didn't occur to me for many years 
that they were as alike as sisters, separated only by formal education" (Caged Bird 94). Mrs. 
Flowers and Momma’s voices are not only differentiated from each other, but they are 
differentiated from Maya’s voice. 
Instead, these figures are important symbols of reference in Maya’s development of self. 
Mrs. Flowers, whose presence encourages Maya’s transcendence over her own struggles, and the 
act of literacy are critical influences on Maya’s self-acceptance. She writes: “To be allowed, no, 
invited, into the private lives of strangers, and to share their joys and fears, was a chance to 
exchange the Southern bitter wormwood for a cup of mead with Beowulf or a hot cup of tea and 
milk with Oliver Twist” (Caged Bird 100). The intervention of Mrs. Flowers is significant 
because it contrasts Angelou’s girlhood self-image—one in which she imagines herself as in a 
“black ugly dream” from which she hopes to awaken with “my real hair, which was long and 
blond, [and] would take the place of the kinky mass that Momma wouldn’t let me straighten” 
(Caged Bird 2). Notably, the scene builds a distinct connection between voices of Angelou and 
Mrs. Flowers—an interplay that can perhaps only be described by the history of call and 
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response. As Angelou writes, “It occurred to me that [Mrs. Flowers] expected a response…I had 
to speak” (CB 100, emphasis mine). This pattern of call and response will not only become 
significant in Angelou’s performance as a writer but also in her construction of identity in the 
text. 
The emphasis on structure in Angelou's writing is significant in how she patterns her 
coming-to-text and how she fashions her subjectivity in the text. Angelou presents a series of 
accounts of gospel music in her narrative that appear disconnected; however, I argue, these 
accounts serve to triangulate identity for Angelou in the text. As demonstrated earlier in her 
church crawls, Angelou uses community rituals and gospel songs to accomplish a sort of re- 
embodiment of self. In several episodes throughout Caged Bird, Angelou foregrounds gospel 
performance as an essential ritual that symbolizes how she sees herself. The images of black 
gospel performance in the text serves as a response to “the tripartite crossfire of masculine 
prejudice, white illogical hate, and Black lack of power,” and helps to set the stage for the 
emergence of “the adult American Negro female…formidable character” (Angelou 272). 
Specifically, through gospel performance in the text, Angelou imagines her own identity— 
variously at times outraged, proud, and ashamed. 
Episode #1: Graduation 
In the first episode, Angelou recalls her graduation from Lafayette Training School. To 
commemorate the event, the school has invited a local political figure, Edward Donleavy, to 
speak at the occasion. However, ignorant of their conventions, he disrupts the traditional 
performance of the Negro National Anthem, "Lift Evr’y Voice and Sing,” to instead deliver a 
message that blacks will always have a place in Little Rock, Arkansas as future athletes. It is a 
nuanced yet discernable offense. The song, written by James Weldon Johnson in 1900, draws on 
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the narrativization of a shared history and a common faith in order to present the “us” and “we” 
indicated in the lyrics of the song: 
God of our weary years, God of our silent tears, 
Thou who has brought us thus far on the way Thou who has by thy might, 
Led us into the light, 
Keep us forever in the path we pray.liv 
 
The fact that the students must forego this tradition in deference to their white speaker's schedule 
calls attention to the important role of gospel and the spirituals as an artistic vehicle. The 
dismissal of the custom is, in essence, a disregard of black expression, of black artistic 
achievement, and of the black people in the audience themselves. However, when the audience 
bands together to sing the Negro National Anthem, a fitting response to the racist 
commencement address, Angelou registers the significance of the song's words for the first time. 
As she writes, "We were on top again. As always, again. We survived. The depths had been icy 
and dark, but now a bright sun spoke to our souls. I was no longer simply a member of the proud 
graduating class of 1940; I was a proud member of the wonderful, beautiful Negro race" (Caged 
Bird 184). The moment is significant as it illustrates the importance of rhetoric as a means of 
redemption and political statement. As McMurry suggests, "Art organizes consciousness; it 
brings people together with a sense of shared experience, and a sympathy of feeling. It provides a 
focal point that gives unified structure to emotional response" (110). Angelou, significantly, 
records her own response alternately: "I thought I should like to see us all dead, one on top of the 
other. A pyramid of flesh with the whitefolks on the bottom, as the broad base, then the Indians 
with their silly tomahawks and teepees and wigwams and treaties, the Negroes with their mops 
and recipes and cotton sacks and spirituals sticking out of their mouths…As a species, we were 
an abomination. All of us” (Caged Bird 180-1). Against the image of the community, Angelou 
differentiates the survival of the individual self. 
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As an autobiographical text, Angelou’s narrative recalls figurations of the blueswoman. 
In “Singin’ de Blues, Writing Black Female Survival in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings,” 
Cherron Barnwell argues that Caged Bird anticipates the blues forms that inform the aesthetic in 
Angelou’s other autobiographies (50). Barnwell writes that the “blues functions as an 
autobiographical act” since among blues singers “‘the singing itself remained as arbitrary and 
personal as the shout’” (50). Part of the blues experience is depicted in “how the self overcomes 
the trauma” in black autobiography (53). Some issues that mimic the blues include: 
“displacement, self-doubt, self-hatred, and resilience, thus survival, in the face of adversity” (53). 
In particular, “life lessons…found in ordinary, everyday experiences of black life” are indicative 
of the blues song which suggests that these conditions can be “transcended” or survived. Maya’s 
response to the graduation, then, reflects the primitive blues form which “celebrate[s] social 
transcendence rather than spiritual or religious transcendence” (55).Angelou pictures Maya as 
“laughing to keep from crying”—realizing the slight of the situation yet determining to not be 
consumed by it. 
Episode #2: Revival 
In another episode, Angelou recalls a revival meeting hosted by the local Church of God 
in Christ (COGIC). As Angelou recalls Mrs. Duncan, a soloist at the town’s revival meeting, 
“Her voice, a skinny finger, stabbed high up in the air and the church responded. From 
somewhere down front came the jangling sound of a tambourine.  
Mrs. Duncan, a little woman with a bird face, started the service. “I know I’m a witness 
for my Lord…I know I’m a witness for my Lord, I know I’m a witness…” Her voice, a 
skinny finger, stabbed high up in the air and the church responded. From somewhere 
down front came the jangling sound of a tambourine. Two beats on “know,” two beats on 
“I’m a” and two beats on the end of “witness.” Other voices joined the near shriek of 




Known for being “loud and raucous in their services,” the Pentecostal church service becomes 
etched in Angelou’s imagination. The performance has an antiphonal quality, which is accented 
by "the jangling sound of a tambourine" and "handclaps snapp[ing] in the roof” (124). At the 
moment when Angelou’s narrative takes place, in the 1930s, gospel music was becoming more 
relevant both as a term and as a genre in black churches. In fact, Angelou recounts a revival 
meeting during which the congregation joins in singing a rendition of “Precious Lord, Take My 
Hand” (Caged Bird 125).lvi The song, which was composed by Thomas Dorsey, indicates that 
Angelou already is versed in more contemporary church music, even though she does not 
associate this music with her grandmother. The song’s tempo is changed so that “there was a joy 
about the tune that changed the meaning of its sad lyrics.…There seemed to be an abandon 
which suggested that with all those things it should be a time for great rejoicing” (125). The 
performance of gospel in the scene reflects, what Mellonee Burnim’s “Functional Dimensions of 
Gospel Music Performance” (1988) identifies as, a reflection of a black cultural perspective. Her 
research reveals four functions of gospel music, namely, to reflect a “historical past for Black 
Americans” and “project future solutions”; to affirm life and “the meaning of living”; to facilitate 
“individual expression” or acknowledge individuality; and to serve as an “agent for spiritual 
sustenance” and “cultural identity” (112). The rise of gospel music among black communities 
represented, on one level, a disruption of contemporary ideologies of racial uplift and the politics 
of respectability. 
The ambivalence of the performance is significant for Maya who is coming to understand 
herself as an interpreter of her community. Angelou notes that: “A stranger to the music could 
not have made a distinction between the songs sung a few minutes before and those being danced 
to in the gay house by the railroad tracks. All asked the same questions. How long, oh God? How 
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long?” (132). The message of the songs is one in which “the righteousness of the poor and the 
exclusiveness of the downtrodden” allows the congregation to question and revise their own 
racial subjectivity. Instead of feeling badly about their self- worth, the parishioners leave 
exclaiming, “Let the whitefolks have their money and power and segregation and sarcasm and 
big houses and schools and lawns like carpets, and books, and mostly—mostly—let them have 
their whiteness” (131). For Angelou, such performances function as a primer for her own sense 
of resistance that she explores in later books in her autobiographical series, such as All God’s 
Children Need Traveling Shoes. Moreover, this performance at the revival allows Maya to find 
an emblem of her own double-vocality. In Andrea Mubi Brighenti’s Urban Interstices: The 
Aesthetics and Politics of the In-Between (2013), she argues that interstitial spaces are spaces 
that actually allow for the survival of marginalized peoples. Building on Brighenti’s theoretical 
framework, I argue that gospel music represents a space where Angelou finds space for her own 
survival—against the threat of appropriation, exploitation, and extinction. 
Episode #3: Store 
In a later episode, Angelou uses gospel music to frame her grandmother’s response to 
racism in the text. When the white children come into the store, which Maya’s grandmother 
owns, only to mock her, Angelou recalls thinking, “I wanted to beg her, ‘Momma, don’t wait for 
them. Come on inside with me. If they come into the Store, you go to the bedroom and let me 
wait on them” (30). As if she intends to use her performance to defy the stain of racism of the 
children’s comments, Angelou’s grandmother “sang on,” turning herself “into stone” (31). The 
hymn that she moans constitutes her response. Angelou notes that “the tune was so slow and the 
meter so strange that she could have been moaning” (30). Similar to Aunt Hester’s scream in 
Douglass’s autobiography, Annie’s moan cuts across the text as signal to both her existence and 
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her ability to resist (even if it is not understood). The text, told from the perspective of young 
Maya, does not yet have the wisdom nor insight into what the song signifies. Yet, the hymn that 
she moans functions as her commentary on the event. Angelou notes that “the tune was so slow 
and the meter so strange that she could have been moaning” (30). Similar to Aunt Hester’s 
scream in Douglass’s autobiography, Annie’s moan is a sign that her existence can be spoken 
(even if it is not understood) and that she is responding to the scene with resistance. 
The scene in which Momma defies the taunts of the young, white girls through song is an 
example of, what Myra McMurry calls “cage creativity”—the evidence of an ability to 
“triumph[] not only in spite of her restrictions but because of them” (108). As Walker points out, 
“Angelou’s description of the ‘powhitetrash’ girls emphasizes their dirtiness. They are ‘grimy, 
snotty-nosed girls’…In contrast to this, Maya’s household is a model of cleanliness” (95).lvii 
The song, as a marker of victory for Momma, marks similarly what gospel comes to mean in 
Angelou’s text. In his interpretation of the scene, Walker points out that Angelou’s grandmother 
“has achieved something,” and that in witnessing the contest between her grandmother and the 
young, white girls, Angelou gains “a basis from which [she] can later move to actively protesting 
and combating racism” (Walker 95-6). As McMurry suggests, the song is a way that Momma 
“organize[s] her thoughts and feelings beyond the range of the children’s taunts” (108). If 
Momma cannot openly confront the children or her situation, she can protect herself by 
fashioning an outlet for her “true emotions” through song (108). Her song, then, functions as 
both a representation of resistance and a reminder of her social constraints. 
Momma’s voice is conflated with the music of the black church itself. When her patience 
is tested, it is the hymn “Bread of Heaven” which best expresses her feelings; when she is 
pleased, she changes to the more up-tempo, “Since I Laid My Burdens Down” (33). These 
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memories are critical to Angelou’s development of a sense of cultural aesthetic, storytelling, and 
gendered performance. Angelou recounts how “each Sunday, after she had taken her seat, the 
minister would announce, ‘We will now be led in a hymn by Sister Henderson’” (Caged Bird 
47). As a singer called upon in church, Momma would look[ ] up with amazement at the 
preacher and ask[ ] silently, ‘Me?’ After a second of reassuring herself that she indeed was being 
called upon…she opened her mouth and the song jumped out as if it had only been waiting for 
the right time to make an appearance” (47). Angelou writes, Momma “began to moan a hymn. 
Maybe not to moan, but the tune was so slow and the meter so strange that she could have been 
moaning” (30). As she notes, “week after week and year after year the performance never 
changed” (CB 47). Momma’s vulnerability in the store scene is contrasted by the value that she 
has in Angelou’s memory. As Angelou recalls, “people spoke of Momma as a good-looking 
woman and some, who remembered her youth, said she used to be right pretty.” She is the 
embodiment of “power and strength” (CB 46). Notably, much of Momma’s power is derived 
from her performance of gospel. 
Understanding the trope of the black female gospel singer is more than simply decoding a 
pattern in the literary text, however; it is key to understanding the development of a black female 
consciousness. As George Kent reminds us about Angelou's act of memory in the text, we cannot 
neglect to acknowledge that these “experiences emerge from an imagination which has fully 
mastered them and, at will, turns them into symbols” (72). The use of gospel music in the 
figuration of Momma Henderson in Caged Bird is more than mere coincidence; it symbolizes a 
purposeful placement in the text as a metaphorization of sounds, people, and entire communities. 
Gospel music is part of a nexus of signs that exist in the text as an accompaniment to its literary 
structures. These signs, taken together, establish what comes to be established as a 
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characterization of stereotype in the narrative. As Carby argues, “Stereotypes only appear to 
exist in isolation while actually depending on a nexus of figurations which can be explained only 
in relation to each other” (20). While Angelou’s narrative relies on black women and black 
religious ceremony to call attention to her reliance on patterns in structuring her own black 
female consciousness, it represents neither a stable nor a static characterization with which we 
can paint her character in the text. 
Unbecoming the Subject 
Importantly, what Angelou creates in her (re)recording of gospel performance is not a 
unified or interwoven sense of self, but rather a process of continual becoming and unbecoming, 
of constructing and reconstructing, of a sense of self. In her essay, “Death as a Metaphor of Self 
in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings,” Liliane Arensberg writes, “The unsettled life Angelou 
writes of in [Caged Bird] suggests a sense of self as perpetually in the process of becoming, of 
dying and being reborn, in all of its ramifications" (35). In other words, through gospel, Angelou 
not only reconstructs identity but she also dismantles the social script that limits black female 
subjectivity to constricting ideals. Angelou confronts this stereotype in her poem titled, “Our 
Grandmothers”: “She heard the names, swirling ribbons in the wind of history: nigger, nigger 
bitch, heifer, mammy, property, creature, ape, baboon, whore, hot tail, thing, it. She said, But my 
description cannot fit your tongue, for I have a certain way of being in the world, and I shall not, 
I shall not be moved.” Angelou’s narrative, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, likewise 
destabilizes the notions of self and black female subjectivity. 
The oppression that exist(ed)s for black womanhood is as much a process of dismantling 
the assumptions or “conceits” of identity as it is of deconstructing such frameworks. In Black 
Women, Identity, and Cultural Theory: (Un)Becoming the Subject (2004), Kevin Quashie 
 
101  
considers the unfolding concept of self and identity concerning black womanhood in black 
cultural discourse. While the notion of self is “troubled and unstable,” Quashie points out that the 
terms “identity” and “subjectivity” are also vexed signs of meaning—portending a sort of grasp 
on a reality (the existence of a thing) that is, at best, “a modern(ist) fantasy” (2). Quashie argues 
for a renegotiation of essentialism in favor of a modern practice of identity—one that “becomes 
as it unfurls” and that strives for a “self of one’s own” (6). He points out how feminist calls to 
unify, such as the Combahee River Collective, further reinforce “the idea of difference as 
essential”—clarifying that is “different/difference that is the essential principle or characteristic” 
of black female subjectivity-- and further uphold a “category of identity” (5). Quashie’s 
argument invites us to (re)hear and (re)think the discourses of self as a working out of politics in 
the text—a concept which is constantly in the stages of production and disruption. Particularly, 
Quashie interrogates the notion of objective narration—memory—of self. He writes that “If 
memory is corporealized, then the process of coming to (a relationship with) memory is an 
ontological process, a process of becoming and being, a practice” (111). More than an 
articulation of self(hood), Quashie argues that memory borders on calls to understand “how 
nation is articulated,” “what nation means,” and “whose body becomes nation” (111). It is 
through theorizaions, such as these, that we may re-envision Angelou’s memories of gospel in 
Caged Bird as indicative of a larger narrative of nation, identity, and difference. 
Angelou’s use of gospel as means through which to mediate her identity looks forward to 
future accounts of gospel in postmodernist black women’s writing. Paulle Marshall’s Praisesong 
for the Widow (1983), where the construction and framing of history and memory function to 
dismantle and reconstruct the self in a way that de-centers it from a stable notion of self. In one 
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episode of Praisesong, the main character Avey is thrust back into the church of her childhood, 
with the congregation's call and response ringing heavy in her ears. 
“This little light of m-i-n-e…” 
It was a hoarse, ecstatic song, torn raw and bleeding from his abraded throat. “What’re 
you gonna do with it?” 
And the answer came in a great outpouring: “‘Let it shine.’” 
“Shine in all its glory! But you got to do like Jesus first. You got to raise up your voice 
and call on the Lord. Just call him. What must you do beloved?” 
And once again the tumultuous response: “Call Him.” (202) 
 
This scene offers one glimpse of Avey’s (re)location of self in the novel. In a later scene, Avey 
finds herself immersed in the ancient ritual of the ring dance, a remnant of the summers spent 
with her great-aunt in the South: 
She could feel the reverberation of their powerful tread in the ground under her, and the 
heat from their bodies reached her in a strong yeasty wave…Finally, just as the moving 
wall of bodies was almost upon her, she too moved—a single declarative step forward. 
 
The scene draws on the historical tradition of the ring shout. As Jones describes, “The benches 
are pushed back to the wall when the formal meeting is over, and old and young, men and 
women…all stand up in the middle of the floor, and when the ‘sperchil’ is struck up, begin first 
walking and by-and-by shuffling round, one after the other, in a ring” (Jones 68). In his study of 
the black church and black culture, historian William Montgomery notes that “shouts 
incorporated the African traditions of the ring dance, hand-clapping and leaping with evangelical 
Christian revival meeting” (277). By the end of the novel, Avey is “freed” from the delimiting 
image of success after a visit to Carriacou. Just as the song reminds her to let her light shine, 
Avey must also learn that “ultimately the only response is to hold [her childhood] in mind; to 
remember it” (Marshall, Praisesong 212). As Stelemaris Coser argues in Bridging the Americas 
(1991), “In Praisesong for the Widow, Marshall brings the African power of divination and 
healing to the forefront along with African-Caribbean folk dance and song. She privileges the 
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cultural realms of folklore and myth in the process of disalienation and reconnection” (Coser 61). 
Importantly, it is in response to the ring shout that Avey pictures her own ongoing performance: 
“After a while, by the time in fact she reached the tree again, she was doing the flatfooted glide 
and stamp with aplomb. And she was smiling to herself, her eyes screened over” (247-8). 
Marshall’s novel, similar to Angelou’s Caged Bird, uses to gospel music reconfigure notions of 
memory, destabilized notions of self, and the and the process of becoming. 
Conclusion 
Throughout Caged Bird, Angelou weaves together a community of women— including 
Momma Henderson, her own mother, and the black women with whom she interacts in her 
community—who help to reflect and refine different aspects of her own being. The use of gospel 
music as a symbol in Angelou’s writing reflects her own philosophy towards documenting and 
preserving black communities whom she writes “survive in exact relationship to the dedication 
of our poets (include preachers, musicians, and blues singers)” (Caged Bird 184). While Caged 
Bird is imagined through the context of the cage, the use of gospel music as a literary device 
signifies freedom. As a narrative structure, gospel music embraces both collectivity and 
individuality. As a form of self-narration, gospel music further highlights the fluidity of 
Angelou's subjectivity. The rhetoric of gospel music functions to reveal a re-narrativization of 




CODA: “TRYNA TELL YOU SOMETHING”: ALICE WALKER, KANYE WEST, AND 
THE FUTURE AFRO-SONIC FEMINIST SOUNDTRACK
 
In one of my favorite scenes in Steven Spielberg's 1985 adaptation of the novel, The 
Color Purple, Shug (an itinerant blues singer) returns to sing in her father’s church. As Shug 
begins singing the blues at Harpo’s club, she hears the music from the church across the bridge 
and finds herself drawn towards the sound. She leads what becomes a processional of folks back 
to the church, her singing merging with that of that gospel choir: 
Can’t sleep at night and you wonder why. Maybe God is trying to tell you something. 
Crying all night long. 
Something has gone wrong. 
Maybe God is trying to tell you something. 
 
Shug's walk across the bridge figuratively reimagines how gospel and the blues existed along a 
continuum in black expression. For my dissertation, the scene underscores my thesis: that gospel 
was in the blues, and the blues exists in gospel. Further, the scene confirms that in order to study 
gospel, scholars must be willing to her across both sides of the bridge. 
My dissertation project has focused on how gospel music in African American literature 
beckons us to re-consider how the “break” ushers in an alternate perspective—one that is attuned 
to the voices on the margins as well as those at the center. The “break,” as Moten theorizes, 
characterizes the space in which history may be productively re-read to account for the a-
synchronous and antiphonal narratives of resistance. I have sought to place gospel music within 
twentieth-century intellectual and literary contexts out of which we see debates over issues such 
as displacement and migration, economic philosophy as strategy of resistance, the role of women 
in modern discourse, and the influence of music in the migrations of the subject that were 
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already in contention among writers such as DuBois, Wright, and Hurston. In African American 
literature, gospel music carries forward the dynamics of past and present, of a struggle over 
myths, and over identity. Gospel music, along with the blues, served to punctuate the narrative of 
blacks' social and political adjustment to the urban setting in the North. 
The history of black female gospel performances—which began as early as the 1920s—
offers a rich archive that complements our understanding of performances of black womanhood 
in the literary narrative. The context of the rise of gospel music—set against the backdrop of 
migration, the blues, protest literature, and the Civil Rights movement (as well as literary 
modernism)—all have a profound impact on the shaping of gospel as a critical concept. I 
imagine black gospel music, like the blues, as reflective of a double-voiced space in literature 
that is birthed from a range of coexisting conditions—including race records, industrial labor, 
and urban migration. 
I have sought to place gospel music within both historical and literary contexts. The 
theoretical approach in this dissertation project has been shaped by my understanding of sound as 
a marker in the literary text for a complex arrangement of philosophies—including philosophies 
of identity, of recording, and of listening. I foreground sound in my studies of black women in 
African American literature as a mode of engaging with the notions of history, performance, and 
the fullness of black female being. My critical examination of gospel, in many ways, reflects my 
figurative ground as a scholar. In many ways, this project charts my imaginative trek back to the 
church pews in Mobile, Alabama, where I first learned about black music and black womanhood. 
Gospel music, in context, marks the critical link that binds black culture and my cultural lens in 
academic theory. My attempt to develop a theory that is based on cultural memory recalls Alice 
Walker’s argument in her essay “In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens” (1970) in Ms. Magazine. 
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For Walker, she identifies a creative language that is borne through the garden that her mother 
creates: “A garden so brilliant with colors, so original in its design, so magnificent with life and 
creativity, that to this day people drive by our house in Georgia…and ask to stand or walk among 
my mother’s art” (241). Walker suggests that it is within the context of her mother’s creativity 
that she learns the linguistic and narrative tools by which to become a writer. As Walker writes: 
“so many of the stories that I write (that we all write) are my mother’s stories” (In Search 240). 
Walker’s repetition of “the manner” in which her mother speaks mirrors my own repetition—my 
attempt to capture the songs that I grew up hearing in my own scholarly approach. 
The purpose of this dissertation has been to examine how gospel music weaves its way 
throughout literature to expose conversations about identity, materiality, and resistance. The 
story of gospel music and African American literature reveals that gospel music serves to 
destabilize the notion of black womanhood in the text (as it had historically in American culture). 
In many ways, as scholars such as Gayle Wald and Jerma Jackson have suggested, black women 
in gospel music and the cultural iconography of the black female gospel performer in public 
space help to shape our critical imagination of how gender was (re)negotiated and black feminist 
theories were worked out historically. Gospel performances, for black women, marked a site of 
“politics” (as Robin Kelley defines the term)—demonstrating one of the “many battles to roll 
back constraints and exercise some power over or create some space within, the institutions and 
social relationships” that governed their daily lives (Race Rebels 10). 
Throughout this dissertation, I have attempted to align the narratives of black cultural 
theory, musical history, and African American literature to develop a re-reading of black 
womanhood in the literary tradition. As I demonstrated in each chapter study, gospel music 
signals a discursive strategy about versions of black womanhood in the text. Throughout the 
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chapters, I illustrate how accounts of gospel music in the text represent a convening of 
dialogue(s) about performances of black female subjectivity. These performances gesture 
towards the past as well as create a vision for the future by a) challenging black women’s 
identity as laborers; b) confronting the political disenfranchisement of black women’s 
embodiment’ and c) highlighting the polyvocality, or what Henderson terms the “heteroglossia,” 
of black female experience. 
In chapter one, I examined the role of gospel music in Zora Neale Hurston’s Dust Tracks 
on a Road, Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, Richard Wright’s Native Son, and Ralph Ellison’s 
“As the Spirit Moves Mahalia.” In retracing gospel throughout these texts, we see that gospel 
music constructs a symbol of the black female voice—one that speaks among and between the 
texts in a manner that emulates discourse. The songs, which taken together constitute a 
conversation of sorts, highlight discordant versions of black modernity and the role that black 
women play in it. While Ellison and Wright offer representations of gospel that place women as 
outliers and onlookers, Hurston and Walker re-narrate stories in which gospel music places black 
women squarely within a modernist impulse. Hurston, who studies and records gospel music as 
an anthropologist, sees gospel as disruptive—a hallmark of modern thought. Meanwhile, Walker 
imagines gospel as representative of a more profound irony, a reminder of that the boundaries 
which intend to separate gospel and the blues only call attention to the inherent connections 
between the two. As she puts it, “That woman you got singing now can’t git her ass out the 
church.” This chapter positions gospel as the subject of both embedded conversations and lively 
debates at work within and among black literary texts. 
In chapter two, I considered further the role of gospel music as symbolic within the 
structure of one literary text, Langston Hughes’s Tambourines to Glory. Hughes’s less-cited 
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play, at once, calls attention to how Hughes’s ideas (which he addressed in earlier literary works) 
were merely reimagined and re-approached by the writer in this text while also drawing attention 
to how this text was notably different and ground-breaking. In particular, the tenets that Hughes 
had become famous for at this point in his career—class awareness and folk sensibility—were 
problematic in this text because of the ways that they intersected with the growing controversies 
gospel music as a symbol of the performance of race and gender.  
Finally, in chapter three, I examined how Maya translates principles of gospel music 
performance in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. As I argue, in Angelou’s autobiography, 
structure is political. Similar to black women writers of the black feminist and womanist 
movement of the 1970s, Angelou’s writing calls attention to the private spaces and stories of 
black women and attempts to reclaim the heritage of artists that existed with the black female 
community. Gospel is a tool that Angelou uses to re-position her identity and to reclaim her body 
from the rape that was written onto her. She rewrites a narrative that exerts her spiritual and 
political being. Gospel music performance provides a model of analysis as it characterizes how 
black female subjectivity is a concept that must be lost and loosed in order to find or recompose 
it. 
The work that I undertake in this project is revisionary which, as Adrienne Rich 
describes, entails “the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from 
a new critical direction” (“When We Dead Awaken” 18). However, in some ways, it echoes the 
same mandate that undergirds all black feminist inquiry. I am fundamentally concerned with 
making visible the structures which we have assumed as natural and positioning black women 
(and their histories) as a locus of knowledge as opposed to peripheral (or worse yet, silent) 
voices that remain in the background. In this process, I am reminded by Abena Busia that, “it is 
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one of [women’s] burdens that they are called upon to be fully embodied—fleshly beings but 
unvoiced…they are presented as insubstantial symbols. With no vocabulary and few gestures, 
their words and actions are significantly absent from the vocabulary of public symbols” (94). 
Even as gospel suggests new “vocabularies of reference,” this project further destabilizes 
notions of linearity and progression in examinations of black womanhood. Rather than as sites of 
fracture, black feminist scholars have positioned these differences to connect black women (and 
their writing) in various ways that reclaim an expanded vision of black womanhood. Carol 
Boyce Davies writes, for example, “Black women’s writing, I am proposing, should be read as a 
series of boundary crossings and not as a fixed, geographical, ethnically or nationally bound 
category of writing” (Black Women 4). Similarly, Hortense Spillers points out that “‘tradition’ 
for black women’s writing community is a matrix of literary discontinuities that partially 
articulate various periods of consciousness in the history of an African-American people” 
(“Cross-Currents, Discontinuities: Black Women’s Fiction,” 251). Cheryl Wall takes a similar 
position in Worrying the Line, theorizing that black women writers “worry” or obfuscate 
whatever line may be traced between themselves and their literary ancestors. In her essays 
“Boundaries” and “Reading Family Matters” Deborah McDowell explores how “metaphors of 
‘family,’ ‘kinship,’ and ‘community’ structured…attacks that bordered on calls for censorship 
and attempted to demand that black women writers meet a representational ideal in the name of 
creating racial unity and wholeness” (The Changing Same xv-xvi). She states (as an axiom) that 
“self ‘identity’ always gives way to ‘difference’” (xvii). Ultimately, studies of black womanhood 
must confront “‘how it was constructed, by whom, and with what consequences’” (The 
Changing Same 157). 
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As we look to the future of critical studies of gospel in American literature, it is essential 
l that our approach be guided by the same notions of fullness and double-vocality to further 
interrogate the boundaries of gender. The current resurgence of gospel music in rap and hip-hop 
music, for example, bears witness to the future soundtracks of black gospel, particularly as they 
relate to figurations of black masculinity. Gospel music has a significant influence on records by 
well-know secular artists including Snoop Dogg, Chance the Rapper, and Pharell. Chance the 
Rapper’s 2016 rap song, “Angels,” works to renegotiate the rapper’s social position and expose 
his confrontation with self-image in its modern rendition of Richard Smallwood and Vision’s 
original song. While meanwhile, on the record “Best One” (2016), R&B singer/producer 
Anderson.Paak and Knxwledge (who record together as NxWorries), touch upon issues of 
modern sexuality and masculinity in their remake of Thomas Whitfield’s song, “Lord You Are 
My Everything” (1979). On Kanye’s album, Jesus Is King, the rapper addresses topics including 
fatherhood, mental illness, marriage, and the struggle of black masculinity, all over new and 
remixed gospel recordings. In “Hands On,” the refrain declares “somebody pray for me” as the 
rapper contemplates his search for love in the black church, which he feels discounts and 
dismisses him. On other records, such as “God Is,” West announces his resolve to redefine his 
role within the home as a father and a husband. As these examples remind us, gospel remains 
embedded in black language as a symbol that is itself borrowed and sampled, mixed and re-
purposed to create new modes of meaning. 
This ongoing chain of messages begs us to ask the questions: In what ways does the use 
of gospel draw on old models of significance yet create new meaning? How does gospel 
illustrate something about the continuation of gospel (re)recording into the future (i.e., how is 
sound distributed and then reconfigured to fit new tempo/social situations)? How do these new 
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songs bring back the issues of this dissertation while expanding it in new directions? In what 
ways does gospel introduce questions about the past that helps to (re)record the problems of the 
present? Black gospel voices, such as Mahalia Jackson are metonymic of a range of issues, 
including labor, gender politics, performativity, and technology. By using gospel as a mechanism 
to approach these questions, we may not only find that gospel is “tryna tell us something” but we 
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